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ABSTRACT 
 Charter school replication has become an important topic in education in recent 
years.  Through federal and state funding incentives, many one-off, “mom and pop” 
charter schools are choosing to grow into larger charter management organizations 
(CMOs).  This ethnographic study looks at one Massachusetts’ charter school that grew 
into a CMO operating three schools within the same city.  This study shares the 
experiences of this school in order to inform other school leaders about the balance 
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Statement of the Problem 
 
 Charter school replication has become an important topic in education in recent 
years.   This study will provide in-depth case study of one successful urban charter school 
that, in 2010, was allowed by the state charter office of Massachusetts to establish new 
schools based on replication of key features of the original school.  The study will ask: 
What characteristics are retained in all three schools and which characteristics are 
distinct?  A primary rationale for charter schools is that they allow innovation.  As 
schools replicate the original model, how do certain features and strategies transfer?  As 
the push for replication continues throughout the United States, it is important to fully 
understand the risks and benefits of this type of expansion.  Many states continue to 
debate whether or not to allow more charters.  In Massachusetts, a referendum to raise the 
cap on charter schools was proposed and defeated in November 2016 but the debate over 
charter schools is not over.     
 A charter school is a publicly funded, privately operated school (Kolderie, 1992; 
Lubienski, 2003; Nathan, 1994).  The charter school movement began with the belief that 
charter schools would increase innovation and provide more choice for families in their 
child’s education, particularly in low-income communities.  Charter proponents believed 
that the bureaucracy of school districts played a role in preventing students in low-
income communities from achieving as well as their middle-class counterparts (Nathan, 
1994).   Charter schools and the belief in their ability to be innovative were proposed as a 




 Charter proponents argue that charter schools are currently a “cottage industry” 
that does not adequately address the educational needs of enough students (Chubb, 2006).  
Proponents cite the long waitlists of students trying to get in to charter schools as proof of 
a desire for more charter schools.  It is also argued that charter schools need to “go to 
scale” in order to make a real impact on public education (Chubb, 2006, Hoxby, 2003, 
Peurach and Glazer, 2011).  Proponents believe that by increasing the number of high 
performing charter schools, these schools and their networks will have a greater impact 
on student achievement.  Replication is believed by proponents to be an answer to “going 
to scale” while ensuring high performance in charter schools.  Peurach and Glazer (2011) 
explain that effective replication means to copy certain aspects of the model, while still 
encouraging innovation at the school level.  Replication requires the ability to identify the 
key “arrow core” elements that are worth replicating (Winter and Szulanski, 2001) and 
disseminate these features.   
 Beginning in 2010, the federal department of education has awarded yearly grants 
for “replication and expansion of high-quality charter schools.”  The Charter Schools 
Program (CSP) seeks to increase the awareness and understanding of high performing 
charter schools (http://www2.ed.gov/programs/charter-rehqcs/index.html).  As a result of 
CSP, many charter schools have expanded which has led to an increase in charter 
management organizations (CMO) throughout the United States.  A CMO is a nonprofit 
entity that manages two or more charter schools.  Some argue that the focus on expanding 
CMOs has been at the exclusion of smaller and potentially more innovative operators. 




Part of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, Race to the Top granted 
states money for satisfying certain criteria including lifting the cap on charter schools and 
turning around the lowest-performing schools 
(http://www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/index.html).  In response, Massachusetts law 
makers passed the 2010 Achievement Gap Act (MA DESE, 2011), encouraging 
successful charter schools to expand in that state.  The Achievement Gap Act includes the 
“proven provider” clause, which encourages successful charter schools to replicate their 
model in the neediest districts in the state (Stillings Candal, 2010).  The law raised the 
spending cap for charter schools from nine percent to eighteen percent in districts 
performing in the lowest ten percent on the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment 
System (MCAS) (MA DESE, 2011).  In the first year, 2010-2011, 16 new charter schools 
were authorized to groups with a proven success record.  This so-called “smart cap” has 
so far had several implications.  To start, some argue that by only allowing proven 
providers to open new schools, the state is limiting the opportunity for innovation from 
smaller school operators.  The smart cap also inadvertently identifies where charter 
schools should operate.  Replication is allowed in communities with the lowest 10 
percent of performance, forcing charter replication to occur in socio-economically 
disadvantaged areas of Massachusetts.  This is in stark contrast to the original intent of 
the charter school law, which was to provide families with an innovative choice in their 
children’s schooling.   
 Houston Charter School Network (HCSN) is an example of a charter management 




Operated by the Porter House, HCSN, located in Houston, MA, opened its doors in 1995.  
The original hub school, “Delta” began with 112 students in kindergarten through third 
grade.  The school continued to add a grade each year for the next five years until it 
reached a maximum enrollment of 306 (for grade K-8).  The school amended the charter 
in 2007-2008 to allow enrollment to increase to 331.  The school serves a large number 
of Hispanic students at 95.8% and a large number of English Language Learners at 
40.8% (for the 2016-2017 school year). 
  In 2012, HCSN expanded its hub school, Delta to 400 students and opened two 
new charter schools: Houston Charter School Network – Beta and Houston Charter 
School Network – Gamma.  Both schools opened with 120 students in kindergarten 
through grade one.  Both Beta and Gamma will expand to 400 students in kindergarten 
through grade 8 by 2019 (retrieved from the school’s annual report).  Both schools 
continue to serve a large number of Hispanic students.  Beta’s school population is 96.4% 
Hispanic and 59.3% English Language Learners (2016-2017 school year).  Gamma is 
93.6% Hispanic and 44.6% English language learners for the same school year.  
 In addition, in the fall of 2012 the Porter House partnered with the Houston Public 
Schools district to take over and run a neighborhood elementary school.  The school is 
within the Houston Public Schools District but the Porter House has the autonomy to use 







 Charter schools have replicated in other states in the Unites States.  Not all of 
these organizations have replicated in Massachusetts under the proven provider law; 
some of these organizations have done well in other states while others have not been as 
successful.   
 Aspire Public Schools is one example of a school network organization that has 
replicated.  Aspire started in 1998 to “provide a College for Certain education to 
underserved California Students” (Aspire school website, retrieved from: 
http://aspirepublicschools.org/?q=history).  Aspire is an example of a cluster model; it 
has four strategic clusters of schools in California.  The current clusters are in Oakland 
(the original site), Sacramento, Stockton, Los Angeles, and Memphis.  Currently, the 
network serves over 16,600 students in 40 community-based schools.   
 Aspire’s model revolves around tight management and small school design.   
Wicoff et al. (2006) explain: “The tight management control enables Aspire to ensure the 
fidelity of the educational model: highly personalized, high-quality, small schools that 
emphasize high standards and clear learning goals for every student” (p.33).  The clusters 
of schools allow leaders to oversee the day-to-day operations of the schools and ensure 
quality.  Aspire Public Schools provides an example of larger-scale replication. 
 New Technology Foundation (New Tech) is another example of a networked 
school organization.  New Tech is a technology-focused high school that began with one 
school in Napa, California in 1996.  The school model revolved around project-based 




New Tech had 100 percent of its students graduating from high school and going on to 
college (Wicoff et al., 2006).  As a result of these successes, many school reformers 
became interested in the model.  In 1999, the New Technology Foundation was created to 
help school developers replicate the New Tech model.  However, the research on New 
Tech does not describe how many students complete college. 
 As the New Tech network began to grow, there were some growing pains along 
the way.  Wicoff et al. (2006) explain that in 2004, New Tech had ten school sites in four 
states and although some were doing well, there were others that “were not yet meeting 
New Tech’s quality targets” (p.6).  New Tech created a team to study why this was 
happening.  The team found that these failing schools had not been able to replicate 
certain elements of the model.  Wicoff et al. (2006) explain: “Had New Tech been more 
prescriptive about the model’s must-haves at the time, some of these sites might have 
opted not to adopt it, or New Tech might not have agreed to bring them into the network” 
(p.6).  As a result of these findings, New Tech leaders decided they needed to expose the 
core of the school’s model.  Once the core features of the school were identified, New 
Tech created a rubric for new schools to follow as they replicated the model.  This rubric 
identified its “quality indicators.”  In addition, New Tech collected information about the 
cost of the model.  This was a crucial part of the replication process because it provided 
leaders with a clear understanding of not only the cost of each school but also the cost of 
growth itself.  “Understanding how costs change with growth is crucial to managing 
replication successfully” (Wicoff et al., 2006, p.10). 




According to the New Tech website: “98% of students graduate and 95% of students 
enroll in postsecondary education, versus an average of less than 40% postsecondary 
education at other Napa Valley high schools” (retrieved from: 
http://www.newtechnetwork.org/newtech_schools).  New Tech is an example of a 
network that had to learn from its mistakes along the way. 
 Achievement First is a network of 30 schools in five cities in Connecticut, Rhode 
Island, and New York.  The network began in 1998 with one public charter school in 
New Haven Connecticut, Amistad Academy.  In 2003, Achievement First created a 
separate 501 (c) 3 non-profit with the intent of using the best practices from Amistad 
Academy to open additional charter schools.  Achievement First boasts strong gains with 
“100 percent of graduating seniors having gained college acceptance in every graduating 
class” (retrieved from: http://www.achievementfirst.org/results/across-achievement-
first/).  The network’s website also states: “Across Achievement First’s Brooklyn 
schools, our more than 1,600 kindergarten, first and second graders outperformed 92 
percent of their peers across the country in math.  Achievement First’s eighth graders 
outperformed affluent eighth graders in Rye by 13 percentage points on the New York 
State Test.”  Achievement First claims to meet the needs of 10,000 students across three 
states. 
 Knowledge is Power Program (KIPP) is another model of charter school that has 
replicated on a national scale.  KIPP began when Mike Feinberg and David Levin met in 
1992 while serving in Teach for America in Houston.  There, a teacher named Harriet 




methods.  Feinberg, Levin and Ball subsequently opened a school in Houston and then 
another in New York City.  In 1999 the KIPP Foundation was established to replicate the 
model nation-wide.  Unlike the other replicated models discussed above, KIPP does not 
operate from a single provider.  Each KIPP school operates under the state regulations 
under which is resides.  KIPP schools are supported by the nonprofit KIPP foundation, 
supported by Doris and Donald Fisher, co-founders of Gap Inc.  The foundation recruits, 
trains and supports teachers in opening and leading each KIPP school. 
 The KIPP model promotes strong character development as well as strong 
academics.  The goal of KIPP is to have at least 75% of their graduates  (all from low-
income families) graduate from college.  The KIPP website clearly states one of their 
mottos: “There are no shortcuts!”  There are currently 183 KIPP schools in 20 states 
(retrieved from: http://www.kipp.org/about-kipp).  This is the largest number of charter 
schools operated by a single sponsor.  The KIPP website explains: 
Every day, KIPP students across the nation are proving that demographics 
do not define destiny. Over 80 percent of our students are from low-
income families and eligible for the federal free or reduced-price meals 
program, and 95 percent are African American or Latino. Nationally, more 
than 90 percent of KIPP middle school students have gone on to college-
preparatory high schools, and over 85 percent of KIPP alumni have gone 
on to college (Retrieved from: http://www.kipp.org/about-kipp). 
 
A study by Angrist, Dynarski, Kane, Pathak and Walters (2010), the authors 
found that: “The results show overall gains of 0.35 standard deviations in math and 0.12 
standard deviations in reading for each year spent at KIPP.  LEP students, special 
education students, and those with low baseline scores benefit more from time spent at 




opened two new schools in Boston, Massachusetts.  A recent study by Mathematica 
Policy Research (Knechtel, Coen, Caronongan, Fung, Goble, 2017) found: “after five 
years, KIPP pre-K combined with KIPP early elementary school has positive and 
statistically significant impacts on reading and math achievement.” 
 Another example of a network of schools is Uncommon Schools.  This charter 
management organization started in 2005 as an organization to start and/or manage 
charter schools focused on college prep for low-income children.  Currently, the 
organization operates 52 schools in New York, New Jersey, and Massachusetts (retrieved 
from: http://www.uncommonschools.org/our-schools/uncommon-cities).  According to 
the network’s website, Uncommon Schools work to ensure that every student has the 
opportunity to go to college.  The website states: “We are fiercely committed to 
cultivating the intellectual curiosity and grit that will spur their success in the classroom 
and in their communities” (Retrieved from: http://www.uncommonschools.org/our-
approach). 
 Uncommon Schools states the following information on their website: “99% of 
2017 Uncommon high school graduates were accepted to a four year college of 
university” (Retrieved from: http://www.uncommonschools.org/results-for-charter-
schools).  Figure 1 provides testing data from Uncommon Schools.  It’s taken from the 
network’s website and shows the 2017 exam results comparing Uncommon Schools’ 





Figure 1. Testing data from Uncommon Schools. 
 It should be noted that all of these schools mentioned above (and the majority of 
all charter schools) are in low-income and often urban settings.  Some argue that there 
has not been the same push for charter schools in suburban middle-class communities.  
Some research suggests this is because families in middle-class communities are satisfied 
with their education while other research suggests that many dissatisfied middle-class 
families have the means to move to different school districts to ensure they are satisfied 
with their child’s education (McKenna, 2015).  The 2010 Massachusetts legislation 
allowing proven providers to replicate in the lowest-performing 10% of districts forced 
charter school expansion to occur in specific communities.  The smart cap ensured that 
charter schools operate in struggling districts where charter schools provide an alternative 
to the district school.  This may be part of the reason why the perception is that charter 
schools only operate in low-income urban settings.  
 Studies on the above-mentioned schools indicate they have replicated some 
aspects of their school model.   There have been limited studies examining replication 
specifically in Massachusetts.  There is no rich description of what is going on in schools 




proven provider schools have maintained specific features post replication. 
 
 Purpose of the Study 
 This study will provide a rich description of one replicated charter school in 
Massachusetts.  This study will seek to answer the question: What strategies and practices 
have been the most transferable?  For the scope of this study, the author will focus solely 
on one replicated charter school.  In order to describe the experiences, this study will ask 
the following questions: What was the profile of the school pre-replication?  What 
identified practices and strategies of the hub school did the network plan to disseminate 
through replication?  Has this profile been maintained at each of the network schools?  
What was the reason for replication?  Is innovation still part each of the network schools? 
 
Significance 
 Replication in Massachusetts under the proven provider law has not yet been 
examined and yet there have been twenty schools that have replicated.  Other schools are 
continuing to seek the proven provider status.  In 2013, five additional schools were 
granted proven provider status (MA DESE, 2013), allowing them to open new schools in 
2014.  On October 13, 2015 current Massachusetts Governor, Charlie Baker, spoke to the 
Massachusetts Legislature’s joint committee on education pushing lawmakers to lift the 
cap on charter schools in the state.  A referendum to raise the cap on charter schools was 
proposed and voted down by voters in November 2016 (Brown, 2015).  A rich 




the process in Massachusetts.  Presenting them with this description may help inform 
voters in any future political debates about charter schools.  This study may also help to 
guide school leaders and politicians in their decision whether to replicate, which could 
help reduce the likelihood of school failures and closings in the state.   
 In addition, Massachusetts is the first state to pass the proven provider law as it is 
written with the “smart cap”(Stillings Candal, 2010).  As other states consider replication 
laws, the insights from this study could help inform politicians as they move forward 
with similar laws.  This study intends to begin a discussion as to whether replication is an 
effective form of education policy. 
 
Definition of Terms 
 A charter school is a publicly funded, independently operated school.  Charter 
schools are based on the free-market theory of economics (Kolderie, 1992; Lubienski, 
2003; Nathan, 1994).  The original purpose of charter schools was to stimulate 
innovation, provide families with greater school choice options, and hold schools 
accountable for students’ educational outcomes.    
 Hub refers to the original proven provider school model that has replicated to 
create additional schools. 
 Outlet is any additional schools that have replicated from the original hub model.   
 Arrow core refers to the key features of an organization that will be replicated.  
The arrow core is the what, how, and where of replication; those features that are 




 Replication means to identify and reproduce certain key features of a school 
model and apply these features to an additional school (Peurach and Glazer, 2011).  
Replication does not necessarily mean to perfectly reproduce all elements of a given 
model.  Instead, replication involves identifying the key arrow core elements that are 
worth replicating (Winter and Szulanski, 2001) and disseminating these features.  
Peurach and Glazer explain, “the goal of replication is to reproduce effectiveness” (2011, 
p. 156). 
 Charter Management Organizations (CMOs) are nonprofit organizations that 
operate multiple charter schools.  CMOs operate as a school district in and of themselves 
with the autonomy and authority to make decisions about budget, staffing, and 
curriculum (Berens, 2015).   
 Education Management Organizations (EMOs) are typically for-profit networks 
that have secured contractual agreements from the governing boards of participating 
charter schools to operate the schools (Woodworth and Raymond, 2013). 
 “Scale-up” in education means to increase the number of students and/or schools.  
In scaling-up, charter schools are able to consolidate funds and create a more viable 
financial situation for the school model (Chubb, 2006).  It is also believed that by scaling-
up, charter schools will have a greater impact on public education, because they are 
disseminating proven practices.  Replication is a strategy charter schools are beginning to 





Review of the Literature  
 The charter movement began with four important goals: free market competition, 
autonomy, innovation and accountability (Budde, 1988; Finn et al. 2000; Kolderie, 1994; 
Nathan 1996).  As laws regarding charters have changed, so too have the ideas of the 
movement.  There have been many calls for charters to grow to scale (Hall and Lake, 
2011; Lake et al., 2010, Peltason, and Raymond, 2013).  Replication has become the 
popular vehicle for this growth.  Today, advocates are pushing for replication, which 
some argue goes against the original intent of the movement (Hill and Lake, 2011; Lake 
et al., 2010).  Regardless, replication is happening at a rapid rate (Peltason and Raymond, 
2013). 
 Replication has long been a common feature in business.  Large companies such 
as Wal-Mart, McDonald’s, and Marshalls have all replicated their business models to 
large-scale operations.  As a result of these successful business ventures, educators and 
politicians have looked to the business model of replication as a way to expand charter 
schools and to improve overall education in the U.S. (Hall and Lake, 2011; Lake et al., 
2010).  It is important to understand what replication looks like in charter schools.  This 
section of the paper will examine the different forms of replication options.  This section 
will also discuss examples of charter school networks that have successfully replicated 
their school model.  In addition, this thematic analysis will analyze the different 
arguments for and against charter school replication.  This study will be based in 




provider clause of the Achievement Gap Act) in Massachusetts.  An explanation of the 
law and its intent will be presented. 
 
Charter Schools 
 A charter school is a publicly funded, privately operated school.  Charter schools 
were originally based on the free-market theory of economics (Kolderie, 1992; 
Lubienski, 2003; Nathan, 1994). The free market theory is based on the idea that 
competition will increase quality (i.e. student achievement) because schools are 
competing for students.  “In large part, this argument is about how market competition 
decreases the amount and influence of historical bureaucratic structures to increase the 
opportunities for parents and school staff to establish better relationships to meet parents’ 
demands” (Berends, 2015).    This theory has shifted in recent years due to a lack of 
evidence to support it.   There is increasing evidence to suggest that schools with a clear, 
individual mission are more effective (Berends, 2015).    
 Charter schools, with their authorizer, have a contract (referred to as a “charter”), 
which holds the school accountable for results.  Charter schools are different from 
traditional public schools in four important ways: 
• They can be created by almost anyone. 
• They are exempt from most state and local regulations, essentially 
autonomous in their operations.   
• They are attended by youngsters whose families choose them.   
• They are liable to be closed for not producing satisfactory results 
(Finn, et al., 2000. p.15). 
 
Since the first opening in Minnesota in 1993, the charter school movement has grown.  




(retrieved from: http://dashboard.publiccharters.org/dashboard/schools/year/2014). 
 As with other reform efforts, charter schools are not without controversy. 
Research on charter schools suggests a mixed review of achievement.  Some indicate 
charter schools are not performing well (CREDO, 2009; Miron & Nelson, 2002; U.S. 
DOE NCEF, 2006; Zimmer et al., 2003; Zimmer et al. 2009) while others suggest more 
positive gains (CREDO, 2013; CREDO, 2015; Holmes et al. 2003; Hoxby, 2003; NAEP, 
2003; Tedin & Weiher, 2011; Witte et al., 2004).  Regardless of these mixed results, 
student enrollment in charter schools continues to increase.  In the 2013-2014 school year 
there were an estimated 1,043,311 students nationwide on waitlists for charter schools 
(retrieved from: http://www.publiccharters.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/NAPCS-
2014-Wait-List-Report.pdf).  Some argue these waitlists illustrate a desire from students 
and families for more charter schools nationwide; more families want to attend charter 
schools than there are seats available.  Replication is a way to address this.  Charter 
proponents explain that replicating already-proven successful models will provide more 
high-quality schools.  Replication is seen as a way to “achieve scale while sustaining 
quality” (NACSA, 2009, p.1).  
 
Replication 
 Replication is seen as a way for successful charter schools to grow and impact 
more students.  As one Executive Director explained: “We have a better chance of seeing 
a much higher quality of school when schools are part of a network.  You have a proven 




term no longer refers to an “all or nothing” approach to school expansion.  Peurach and 
Glazer (2011) suggest that effective replication means a willingness to copy certain 
aspects of the model, while still encouraging innovation at the school level.  The authors 
explain: “the call is to re-conceptualize scale up as a process of effecting deep, broad, and 
sustained change in practice by supporting schools in fully incorporating (and taking 
ownership of) externally-developed programs” (Peurach and Glazer, 2011, p.157).  
Replication does not necessarily mean to perfectly reproduce all elements of a given 
model.  Instead, replication involves identifying the key “arrow core” elements that are 
worth replicating (Winter and Szulanski, 2001) and disseminating these features.  
Although the “arrow core” is important to the replication process, school leaders should 
also be prepared to change elements of the model.  Successful replication involves a 
“complex set of interdependent routines that is discovered, adjusted, and fine-tuned by 
‘doing’” (Winter and Szulanski, 2001, p.731).  School leaders must understand and be 
willing to accept and support that as replication occurs, elements of the model will 
change based on the need of the local.  Successful replication should involve a delicate 
balance between copying specific elements and encouraging new innovations to flourish 
(Farrell et al., 2009).  Carpenter and Kafer (2011) point out: “there is the hope that 
replicating high-performing schools CMOs (charter management organizations) will 
provide more consistent results than stand-alone charter schools.  There is no rigorous 
evidence yet to support that claim nationally” (p.5).  The authors go on to explain that it 
is not yet clear whether replicated schools within a management organization will 




needed to determine whether replicated schools are providing consistent positive results. 
 
Charter School Replication Options 
 The literature on charter school replications indicates a “spectrum of replication 
options” (NACSA, 2010).  The spectrum includes different types of charter agreements 
and different management organizations.  Charter management organizations (CMOs) 
and education management organization (EMOs) are the two largest types of 
organizations running networks of schools.  School leaders and school boards considering 
replication must understand the different options available to them before replication can 
begin. 
 The first option is a shared charter agreement.  Under this option, a state’s law 
allows school operators to open more than one school under a single charter with a single 
board of directors.  This model can replicate from one school leading to another or it can 
be the result of several schools opening up at once.  This model allows charter schools in 
the network to operate under a single financial statement, making audits and financial 
evaluations easier.  The NACSA (2010, p. 4) points out problems with this model, “It 
risks blurring financial transparency for individual schools – especially if funds are 
routinely transferred within a network.  Moreover, a serious problem with one school 
could jeopardize all programs linked under the same charter and may make it difficult to 
close a poor performing or troubled school.”  School leaders looking to replicate under a 





 The next option for charter school replication is a shared or overlapping board.  
This model shares one board for multiple schools or includes separate boards each of 
which is responsible for its own school within a network.  Sometimes this model has a 
tiered “regional” board that oversees several site-based boards as a way to “leverage 
board expertise,” (NACSA, 2010 p. 4).  This model also has its problems.  With different 
boards, you may have very different competing views and opinions, which can make it 
difficult to come to a consensus on any issue.  This bureaucracy can make it difficult for 
schools within the network to make immediate decisions. 
 Charter schools may choose to replicate using a shared educational service 
provider.  This is a consulting organization that schools pay to help implement 
curriculum or other services.  This model can be expensive for small networks of schools 
and it may not be worth it for schools in the long run.  This option is also challenging if 
the service providers and the board have different opinions regarding issues within the 
schools.   
 Franchising is another model available to charter school operators.  One such 
school, Knowledge Is Power Program (KIPP) has franchised their model and now 
operates 183 schools in 20 states, including Massachusetts (KIPP, 2015).  The franchise 
model is often dubbed the “McDonalds Approach,” meaning one operator with a large 
number of similar outlets that are run by different franchisees (Winter and Szulanski, 
2001).  Benett (2008) explains the benefits of franchising,  
The advantages of franchising is that it allows an organization to grow 
rapidly without putting its own intellectual and financial capital at risk.  
While franchisees are building individual units, the central organization 




products and services, (p. 29). 
   
Although franchising is less common in charter school replication, it is a growing field. 
 Another form of replication is the “clustering” model.  “A cluster is generally 
defined as a group of schools that are both physically close (often within an hour’s drive) 
and share common management, leadership, or support structure” (Wicoff & Hugget. 
2006, p. 28).  Clustering allows school operators to easily share best practices and to 
consolidate school managers.  Wicoff and Hugget (2006) explain:  
Developers whose school designs require careful execution find that 
clusters ease management, in part because it is easier for leadership to 
work with schools that are close by rather than far away.  Clusters also can 
ease relationship management and fundraising for developers who rely on 
districts for their contracts and resources.  Finally, clusters can ease the 
transmission of a specific pedagogy, culture, or environment essential for 
replication, (p. 28). 
 
Some of the challenges with this model include difficulties finding facilities that are in 
close proximity as well as finding and retaining strong school leaders and educators. 
 “The most common form of replication occurs when an existing school operator 
opens a new school with the same program,” (NACSA, 2010, p. 4).  This model often 
occurs with a central management organization operating the schools. The central 
management organization can be a nonprofit charter management organization (CMO) or 
a for-profit education management organization (EMO).  Management organizations 
were started to “overcome challenges faced by independent charter schools by providing 
centralized services to many schools, from leadership to school operations to ‘back-




of replication in Massachusetts.  For this reason, this study will focus on a school that has 
expanded using the CMO and cluster models of replication.   
 
Arguments for and Against Replication 
Cottage Industry vs. Going to Scale 
 Replication allows companies to reach a larger market and to generate more 
revenues.  Winter and Szulanski (2001) explain, “Replicators are rapidly becoming one 
of the dominant organizational forms of our time,” (p.730).  The charter movement has 
evolved and this has resulted in more management recentralization through replication 
(Huerta and Zuckerman, 2009). 
 Charter schools have been described as a “cottage industry;” that is, they are small 
and often serve less than 200 students (Chubb, 2006).  Literature suggests that this 
cottage industry is the result of opponents helping to create restrictions on charter schools 
(Chubb, 2006, Hoxby, 2003, Peurach and Glazer, 2011).  These restrictions include 
funding restrictions.  Most charter schools are responsible for their own facilities cost and 
many get less per-pupil funding than their district public school counterparts (Hall and 
Lake, 2011; Lake et al., 2010).  Others suggest that although the movement began with 
the concept of individual, autonomous, “one school-one community” ideology, the 
movement has evolved and expanded and as a result, charter school leaders must now 
think beyond the cottage industry mentality (Farrell et. al, 2009).  Proponents of 
replication claim that charter schools need to scale-up in order to make the most impact 




 Some literature argues that by replicating, charter schools can reach a greater 
number of students and have a greater impact on education (Coburn, 2003, Lake, 2007, 
Peurach and Glazer, 2011).  Many charter schools have long waitlists for students hoping 
to get in.   In 2013-14 there were reportedly 586,511 students nationwide on waitlists for 
charter schools (NACSA, 2014).  There are more families that want to attend charter 
schools than there are seats available – some argue this is because charter schools are 
currently a cottage industry.  Charter proponents believe scale up efforts will help solve 
this problem.  Lake explains, “if the charter movement hopes to expand in numbers 
adequate to create public value and meet the demand from parents and authorizers for 
more high-quality schools, it must find ways to leverage existing knowledge and not just 
rely on school-by-school innovations” (2007, p. 4).  Proponents claim that increasing the 
number of high-performing charter schools will provide families with a greater 
opportunity for attending their school of choice (Chubb, 2006, Peurach and Glazer, 2011, 
Lake, 2007).  Peurach and Glazer (2011) go on to suggest, “These networks [of charter 
schools] serve as one potential resource for schools and districts held increasingly 
accountable for improving student performance on state assessment” (p.157).  It should 
be noted that very few “gold standard” studies have been conducted on charter schools.  
CREDO studies for example, have been criticized for not using a randomized control trial 
(RCT).  A study in 2009 by the Boston Foundation was one of the fist “golden standard” 
studies on charter schools in Boston.  The study found that “Boston’s charters raise 
student achievement .09 to .17 standard deviations in English language arts and .18 to .54 




 Hall and Lake (2011) discuss the effects of Charter Management Organizations 
(CMOs):  
The scaling of high-performing CMOs provides one of the highest levels 
of return and leverage for philanthropic funds, particularly when you 
consider that CMOs tend to deliver much higher student achievement than 
the local districts; these schools will continue to serve students in a high-
quality way over time; and there are few investments in K-12 that have 
consistently yielded this level of performance (p.68). 
 
 Other research suggests more mixed results for charter schools.   Wicoff et al. 
(2006) cite the large-scale efforts in New Orleans and Washington DC as districts that are 
using replication as a way to turn around failing schools.  However, research to date on 
these efforts has not been all positive.  Wolf (2011) found that students with disabilities 
are proportionally underserved in New Orleans.  In a study by DeBray et al. (2014) the 
authors found that much of the research used to highlight the success of New Orleans has 
relied on the “institutional ‘bran’ of CREDO, or the endorsements of trusted individuals 
in their policy networks (such as reliable acquaintances, bloggers, etc...) as surrogate 
sources of insights on the reliability of more technical research” (p. 202).  A CREDO 
report (2009) on charter schools in 16 states found, “Nearly half of the charter schools 
nationwide have results that are not different from the local public-school options and 
over a third, 37 percent, deliver learning results that are significantly worse than their 
student would have realized had they remained in the traditional public schools” (p. 1).   
 Other research suggests that charter schools are not adequately prepared to go to 
scale (Greene et al., 2010, Carpenter & Kafer, 2011).  One reason for this is that charter 
school operators have become aware of how difficult it is to open and operate multiple 




operators are not always well prepared to deal with this change.  “Compounding this is 
the fact that the great majority of charter schools are single institutions, founded by local 
educational reformers” (Carpenter and Kafer, 2011, p.3).  These single, local institutions 
may be successful in their specific location, but their model may not be transferable to 
other locations making scale up impossible.   
 The federal government provides incentives to stand-alone charter schools to 
expand and grow into CMOs.  The U.S. Department of Education has awarded grant 
money to CMOs for several years.  For example, in 2015 the U.S. Department of 
Education awarded $32 million in grant money to 12 high quality CMOs 
(https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/us-department-education-contributes-
improving-charter-schools-sector).  The grant money encourages stand-alone charters to 
expand into networks in order to replicate the successes of high-performing schools.  It 
was the 2010 federal Race to the Top grant led to the proven provider legislative change 
in Massachusetts.   
 Staffing can also be an issue.  Bennett explains, “Most of these organizations are 
controlled from a central office and are growing slowly because their headquarters staff 
can only manage the complicated task of opening schools one at a time,” (2008, p. 2).  In 
addition, going to scale takes a great deal of financial support and operators may not have 
adequate resources to support growth (Education Sector, 2009, Carpenter and Kafer, 
2011).  Still others suggest that even if a school has the resources to grow, “rapid growth 
does not automatically translate into profits, sustainability, or effectiveness” (Peurach and 




new schools, known as the “outlets,” may not be able to produce similar results.  Peurach 
and Glazer (2011) explain using the business model: 
In the commercial sector, early research found that both the survival rate 
and profitability of independently-founded businesses actually exceeded 
those of franchised outlets, with later research using improved measures 
showing an increased franchise failure rate over time (p.159). 
 
Replication does not necessarily mean success.  It is important to study both successfully 
replicated schools and those schools that have not yielded positive results.  Perhaps by 
understanding both, other schools will be better prepared for their own replication. 
 
One-Size Fits All vs. Dissemination 
 The charter movement theory originated with four features: free market 
competition, autonomy, innovation, and accountability (Budde, 1988; Finn et al., 2000; 
Kolderie, 1994; Nathan, 1996).  Some research suggests that replication goes against the 
original goals of the movement in that it creates a “top-down,” “one-size-fits-all” strategy 
(Bennet, 2008, Peurach & Glazer, 2011).  “Some critics see them as a threat to charter 
sector’s role as an engine of ideas and a vehicle for grassroots empowerment” (Hendrie, 
2005, p.1).  When the movement began, proponents believed that these new autonomous 
schools would help promote innovative practices, which would lead to higher student 
achievement (Anderson, 1997; Bennett et al., 1998; Lubienski, 2003; Nathan, 1994).  
Lubienski (2003) explains:  “Efforts to free schools from burdensome bureaucratic 
regulations are intended to undercut monopolistic political control of public education, 




new instructional strategies,” (p. 396).  In the early days of the charter movement, charter 
schools were viewed as “laboratories” for innovative practices (Kolderie, 1992; 
Lubienski, 2003).  In fact, in Michigan’s original charter law charter schools were to 
“stimulate innovative teaching methods” and “create new professional opportunities for 
teachers in a new type of public school in which the school structure and educational 
program can be innovatively designed and managed by teachers at the school site level,” 
(as cited in Mintrom, 2001, p. 359).  This is not to say that traditional public schools have 
not been innovative, but charter school proponents have used this argument to push the 
charter school agenda. 
 Hendrie (2005) explains that replicating goes against the theory of innovation 
because it is “taking a cookie-cutter approach that smack of the dysfunctional 
bureaucracy that charter schools were designed to escape” (p.1). 
 Lake (2007) explains the philosophical struggle for charter school leaders,  
As the charter movement grows and seeks higher quality and more reliable 
out comes, those involved will continue to struggle with the idea behind 
replication, which runs counter to the ‘craft-culture mentality’ of many of 
the earliest charter school founders and many teachers (p. 4).   
 
Charter schools began with the idea of autonomy and innovation.  If schools are 
replicating on large scale, are they maintaining autonomy, while fostering innovation?  
Hill and Lake caution that CMOs need to be careful not to replicate some of the 
bureaucracies of the districts they wanted to separate themselves from: “Many CMO 
leaders fear they will re-create the same systems they had hoped to escape and to some 




suggests that replication is a way to disseminate proven practices. 
 Many educators, politicians, and philanthropist believe replication is needed to 
meet the demand for more charter schools (Lake, 2007).  It is believed that replication 
allows school leaders to take a proven model and reproduce its successes.  Replication 
has received support from the federal government.  In 2010, Secretary of Education Arne 
Duncan announced $50 million in grant money for charter management organizations to 
replicate.  Duncan stated:  
Several high-quality charter schools across the country are making an 
amazing difference in our children’s' lives, especially when charters in 
inner-city communities are performing as well, if not better, than their 
counterparts in much wealthier suburbs," Duncan said. "Every one of our 
grantees serves a student population that is at least 70% low-income and 
virtually all exceed the average academic performance for all students in 
their state (U.S. Department of Education, 2010). 
 
Many large districts have begun to replicate proven models.  As then-CEO of Chicago 
public schools, in 2007 Arne Duncan explained why replication made sense for that city:  
We will look to ask people – the players who have already done a good 
job – to replicate their model.  So rather than running one school, people 
would be running three, four, five schools.  We have one great charter 
school that wants to run eight schools over the next six years (as cited in 
Lake, 2007, p.2).   
 
In New York City, clones of charter schools from other cities were imported to start up 
new schools (Lake, 2007).  In Massachusetts, legislation was passed in 2010 that allowed 
new charters only to those “proven providers” (schools with a minimum of five years 





Charter Management Organizations 
 Many charter leaders decide to replicate by creating a central management 
organization (CMO) or an education management organization (EMO).  These 
management organizations “were developed to solve serious problems limiting the 
numbers and quality of charter schools” (Lake et a., 2010).  Supporters of CMOs believe 
they will help capture economies of scale and help produce large-scale student success 
through replicating charter schools.  “Many CMOs were created in order to replicate 
educational approaches that appeared to be effective, particularly among disadvantaged 
students” (Furgeson et al., 2012, p.xxi).  CMOs are opening more and more schools each 
year.  CMOs now operate 16 percent of all charter schools nationally (Furgeson et al., 
2012). 
 Although CMOs are continuing to grow, some literature suggests a mixed review 
of charter school replication’s impact on student achievement (Carpenter & Kafer, 2011, 
Wicoff, Howard, & Hugget, 2006, Education Sector, 2009).  Hall and Lake point out, 
there is little evidence to support replication’s positive impact on education thus far:  
“many hope that by replicating high-performing schools CMOs will provide more 
consistent results than stand-alone charter schools have achieved, but there is no rigorous 
evidence yet to support that claim nationally” (2011, p. 66). In a study by Furgeson et al. 
(2012) it was found that CMOs, like stand-alone charter schools, have very mixed results 
on student achievement.  That is, success depends on how replication through CMOs is 
carried out and in what context.  They found, “achievement impacts for individual CMOs 




et al., 2012, p.xxvi).  A 2017 Mathematica study (Knechtel et al.) on KIPP schools found 
that “after five years, KIPP pre-K combined with KIPP early elementary has positive and 
statistically significant impacts on reading and math achievement.”  A study conducted 
by CREDO (2017) compared stand-alone charter schools, CMOs, and “vendor operated” 
charter schools (those that outsource operations to a company).  About 68% of charter 
schools are stand-along, while 22% are part of a CMO (for profit and non-profit), and 8% 
are vendor-operated schools.  The study found a small but statistically significant larger 
impact from CMOs.  (Note that CREDO research is not considered the “gold standard” of 
research and some researchers have questioned their method of comparing students at 
charter schools to peers attending dearly district schools.) 
 CMOs can have internal issues as they replicate.  CMOs are highly centralized 
and this can create problems: “[M] any are dealing with very high teacher turnover, 
increasing standardization and bureaucracy, and difficulty maintaining consistent quality, 
especially in their high-school models” (Hall & Lake, 2011, p. 69).  Ironically, CMOs are 
beginning to look like district schools all over again (Hendrie, 2005, Hall and Lake, 
2011).  “The CMO model is meant to meld the benefits of school districts – including 
economies of scale, collaboration among similar schools, and support structures – with 
the autonomies and entrepreneurial drive of the charter sector” (Lake et al., 2010).  
However, opponents argue that the highly centralized nature of CMOs have had the 
unintended consequences and challenges.  They argue that this will do nothing to change 
education – this is just the same system that has been in place but it is called something 




 Opponents argue that CMOs typically run on an extremely expensive budget.  
“To date, many CMOs (approximately two-thirds of 17 CMO business plans reviewed) 
have had difficulty meeting their original growth targets, and many are struggling to 
create the necessary economies of scale to sustain their central offices without heavy 
reliance on philanthropy” (Lake et al. 2010, p. 61).  CMOs require a great deal of 
additional funding from philanthropic support.  “The CMO business model is so far 
proving impossible to sustain on public funding alone” (Hill & Lake, 2011, p. 67).  This 
costly model could prove difficult to maintain long-term. 
 CMO operators themselves recognize the challenges of running these large 
networks for schools.  In a study of 43 CMO leaders, Lake et al. (2010) found that leaders 
recognized the following challenges: 
Extending their designs, most of which are based on elementary and 
middle school education, to work effectively at the high school level; 
collaborating effectively with school districts; continuing to increase the 
pool of highly capable teachers and administrators, many from Teach for 
America and other alternative sources, on whom CMOs have relied 
heavily to date; stabilizing CMO schools against rapid turnover of high-
quality alternative source teachers, and reducing staff burnout problems 
associated with longer school days and “no excuses” approaches to 
instruction; and avoiding excessive bureaucracy and organizational 
rigidity as CMOs grow larger (p.7). 
 
Certainly CMOs have a lot of challenges to consider as they expand their network of 
schools. 
Lessons Learned Through Replication 
 Many studies on replication have focused on lessons learned through the process.  




As of the 2009-2010 school year, 27 of Colorado’s 155 charter schools had replicated.  
Through interviews and survey data, Carpenter and Kafer looked at charter leaders in 
replicated management organizations.  The authors identified certain components of 
successful replication:  
[This includes] Building high quality systems to support the schools; 
defining and staying true to the model, finding and training staff, and 
locating the right authorizer; determining the relationships between 
schools and CMO and degree of site based autonomy; and possessing a 
clear process for scaling up of culture (p.11). 
 
 In another study on charter replication, Peltason and Raymond (2013) looked at 
67 CMOs and 1372 of their schools in 25 states.  The authors used student-level 
performance in schools from their opening through their fifth year of operation.  Peltason 
and Raymond used this data to measure the school’s quality.  They used CREDO’s 
Virtual Control Record approach to compare the performance of students in CMOs to 
“virtual twins” that attending the same traditional public school students would have 
attended. The authors found thirteen major findings.  These included,  
It is possible to organize a school to be excellent on Day One.  Substantial 
improvement over time is largely absent from middle schools, multi-level 
schools, and high schools.  Only elementary schools show an upward 
pattern of growth if they start out in the lower two quintiles.  CMOs on 
average are pretty average.  CMOs post superior results with historically 
disadvantaged student subgroups.   CMOs that are driving to scale show 
that scale and quality are not mutually assured (p. 5-7). 
 
 Furgeson et al. (2012) studied forty CMOs with 292 schools in fourteen states.  
The authors compared the outcomes of students in schools within CMOs with those of 




scores and other key characteristics.  Furgeson et al. (2012) found six major findings.  
Some of these findings are the following: 
Achievement impacts for individual CMOs are more often positive than 
negative, but vary substantially in both directions.  Test score impact 
estimates for the average CMO are positive in all four subjects, but they 
are not statistically significant.  The variation in school-level impacts is 
mostly due to differences between rather than within CMOs indicating that 
some CMOs are systematically outperforming others (p.xxvi-xxix).  
 
 In another study of CMOs, Farrell et al. (2009) looked at 25 CMOs to determine 
“Lessons for Success.”  Using interview and observation data, the authors found eight 
lessons for charter leaders considering operating CMOs: “create a strategy for growth, 
know the landscape, know who you are and how to communicate it, money matters, 
invest in people early, cultivate relationships, measure your success, plan to be flexible” 
(p.4).  Farrell et al. go on to illustrate ways to meet each of the goals listed above. 
 In a synthesis of three case studies, Wicoff et al. (2006) set out to identify key 
concepts for charter leaders to consider as they move ahead with expansion.  Through 
interviews, observations, and document analysis, the authors discuss four key findings.  
Wicoff et al. discuss the need for CMO leaders to identify the absolute “must-haves” in 
the model.  The authors also discuss the importance of maintaining a sustainable school 
budget while providing students with a positive cultural environment in school and the 
balance that is required of school leaders in order to do this.  In addition, Wicoff et al. 
illustrate the importance of the developer’s central office to support the outlet schools.  
Finally, the authors discuss the importance of clustering schools within the network to 




as they expand their network of schools. 
 
Massachusetts’ Charter Policy 
 Charter leaders should understand the state policies that will guide them as they 
replicate.  State laws set the stage for charter schools and provide the parameters for 
charter school operations.  In a study that examined state charter laws, Shober et al. 
(2006) found that, “the political context was a key variable in the expansion of the 
number of charter schools.  States with more conservative ideologies and Republican 
governors and legislatures had greater increases in charter schools,” (p. 581).  State laws 
directly affect the schools; they define the autonomy and accountability for charter 
schools and they set the guidelines as to whether schools can replicate. 
 Today, forty-four states and the District of Columbia have charter laws (Center 
for Education Reform, 2017).  The laws pertaining to charter schools are different from 
state to state (Hoxby, 2006; Lubienski, 2003; Shober et al. 2006).  Shober et al. (2006) 
point out that all state charter laws “attempt to incorporate elements of flexibility and 
accountability,” (p. 567).  Lubienski (2003) explains, “greater flexibility, freedom from 
regulations, and ease of entry defining ‘strong laws’ according to advocates-qualities that 
then ‘shape the scope, adequacy, quality, innovativeness, and educational value of charter 
schools’” (p. 599). 
 In 1993, Massachusetts passed its first charter law and the first charter school 
opened in the state in 1995.  Since that time, Massachusetts has become known nationally 




2010).  The Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (MA 
DESE) website (2010) describes the purpose of charter schools as follows:  
(b) The purposes of establishing charter schools are: (i) to stimulate the 
development of innovative programs within public education; (ii) to 
provide opportunities for innovative learning and assessments; (iii) to 
provide parents and students with greater options in selecting schools 
within and outside their school districts; (iv) to provide teachers with a 
vehicle for establishing schools with alternative, innovative methods of 
educational instruction and school structure and management; (v) to 
encourage performance-based educational programs; (vi) to hold teachers 
and school administrators accountable for students’ educational outcomes; 




The Center for Education Reform (2018), a pro-school choice policy advocacy 
organization, rates Massachusetts 17th for its charter school law.  This is due, partially, to 
the cap put on the number of charter schools permitted in the state.  Currently, 
Massachusetts laws allows for 72 Commonwealth charters and 48 Horace Mann charters.  
(Horace Mann charter schools are charter schools run by a local school district.  For the 
scope of this paper, Horace Mann schools will not be discussed in depth.)  The cap was 
moderately raised in 2010 with The Achievement Gap Act.  In 2016 voters in the state 
voted against lifting the cap any further. 
 The Achievement Gap Act increased districts’ spending cap on charter schools 
from nine percent to eighteen percent for districts performing in the lowest ten percent on 
Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) (MDESE, 2012).  In 
addition, the legislation also established “proven providers.”  That is, the Board of 




Priority to applicants that have demonstrated broad community support, an 
innovative educational plan, a demonstrated commitment to assisting the 
district in which it is located in bringing about educational change and a 
record of operating at least one school or similar program that 
demonstrates academic success and organizational viability and serves 
student populations similar to those the proposed school seeks to serve 
(MA DESE, 2012). 
 
This provision helps to ensure that only schools that are highly likely to succeed will 
open in the state’s neediest districts (Stillings Candal, 2010).  The Massachusetts 
Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (MA DESE) (2012) further defines 
a proven provider as: 
(a) two or more persons who had primary or significant responsibility 
serving, for at least five years, in a leadership role in a school or similar 
program that has a record of academic success and organizational 
viability; 
(b) a non-profit education management organization or non-profit charter 
management organization, in operation for at least five years, that has a 
record of academic success and organizational viability; 
(c) the board of trustees of an existing charter school that has a record of 
academic success and organizational viability; or 
(d) an education management organization, charter management 
organization, or school support organization that has a record of academic 
success and organizational viability in operating or starting public schools 
with which an applicant proposes to contract (Retrieved from: 
http://www.doe.mass.edu/lawsregs/603cmr1.html?section=all) 
 
 The law does not specify levels of achievement or qualifying numeral data 
required to become a proven provider.  Stillings Candal (2010) explains: “some 
provisions are disconcertingly vague, such as those related to the preferential treatment 
that should be given to ‘proven providers.’”  Furthermore, the law does not state what 
happens if one of the schools within a school network operated by a proven provider fails 




Massachusetts.  The legislation has inadvertently directed charter schools to socio-
economically disadvantaged areas in the Commonwealth, which has impacted the 
perception that charter schools are for poor students in low-performing districts.  The 
legislation also prevents addition stand-alone charter schools from opening, potentially 
reducing the opportunity for innovation in schools.  This legislation is continuing to 





Design of the Study 
 This study provides a rich description of one charter school that has replicated in 
Massachusetts.  The study sought to answer the question:  What characteristics are 
retained in all three schools and which characteristics are distinct?  For the scope of this 
study, the author focused solely on one replicated charter school.  In order to describe the 
experiences, this study asked the following questions: What was the profile of the hub 
school pre-replication?  What identified best practices and strategies of the hub school 
did the network intend to replicate?  To what degree have these best practices been 
replicated and what is unique at each school?  What was the reason for replication?  Are 
innovation and distinctiveness still encouraged in each of the network schools? 
 This descriptive study uses an ethnographic method (Spradley, 1980) to 
understand the culture of the original hub school as well as the two additional outlet 
schools.  For the scope of this study, the focus was solely on one charter public school in 
Massachusetts.  This study aimed to show what happens as one school (deemed a proven 
provider) replicated and grew into a charter management organization (CMO).  This 
required a description of the school’s profile pre-replication and an examination of the 
current status of the three areas of success: “A culture of intimacy, focus on the 
individual child, and the coordinated use of data” (Merseth, 2010) in each of the three 
network schools.  The study also includes the proven provider application information for 
Houston Charter School Network.   




proven providers in Massachusetts, which grew from one charter school to three.    
 The research included three phases of data collection.  The first phase involved an 
initial survey (see appendix A) and passive participation observations with detailed 
record keeping.   Spradley (1980) recommends keeping: “a detailed record of both 
objective and subjective feelings” (p. 58).   
 The second phase of the research involved interviews with chosen leadership and 
staff members.  This phase initially involved a second survey (see appendix A) to 
crosscheck the findings from the initial round of observations but due to some access 
limitations from the network (see chapter 4 Findings) this second survey did not occur.  
The interviewees were chosen from discussions with the leadership team members, 
specifically the Deputy Executive Director of Academics.  The questions asked are 
included in appendix B.   
 Phase three of the research involved more focused observations based on 
emerging themes.  These observations were based on the data collected in phase one and 
two of the research project.   
 
Setting and Participants 
 Setting. The setting was purposefully chosen and included one proven provider 
that was granted a separate charter for two additional schools within the network from the 
Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education.  The setting of this 
study occurred at all three of the network schools.  HCSN was chosen because of its 




Boston in the small mill city of Houston.  The hub school (Delta) has been in operation 
since 1995 and has a history of success.  HCSN replicated in 2012 using the CMO and 
cluster models, opening two additional schools – Houston Charter School Network – 
Beta and Houston Charter School Network – Gamma. 
 Participants. The school network participant was chosen based on its replication 
status in Massachusetts. 
 Participants for interviews in phase two of the research were chosen based on 
discussions with school leaders, particularly the Deputy Executive Director, within the 
CMO network.  The researcher interviewed educators at each of the three schools and at 
the network leadership level.   Surveys were sent out to all parents at each of the three 
schools.   
Data Sources 
 Proven provider’s mission statement and annual report.  These documents 
provided an understanding of the proven provider’s profile and a way to compare the 
“theory” of the replication with the “practice.”  The author examined these documents 
starting at a year before replication through the current school year. 
 MA DESE profile on the school.  The profiles were obtained through the MA 
DESE website and helped provide background knowledge on the school.  These were 
examined starting at a year before replication through the current school year. 
 Proven provider application.  The application is public knowledge and was 
obtained through the Internet.  This provided a description of the proven provider’s self-




study about any possible changes post-replication. 
 Surveys.  Initially two anonymous surveys were to be administered to families 
and staff members at each of the three schools (see Appendix A).   The first survey was 
administered at the end of the first phase of observations.  This helped to identify key 
features and practices in each school as reported by the families and staff members.  The 
second survey did not actually happen due to restrictions from the network’s leadership 
members (see the findings below). 
 Audio taped interviews.  In total, nine interviews were conducted.  These 
interviews included six interviews from school staff (two from each school) and three 
interviews from network leadership members.  Interviews were semi-structured, open-
ended, and recorded based on Spradley’s (1980) approach.  Protocol questions were 
written to guide the interviews (see appendix B), but were phrased in a way to avoid 
participants responding one way or another.  Questions included descriptive questions, 
structural questions, and contrast questions (Spradley, 1980).  The audio taped interview 
notes were transcribed following each interview.   
 Observations and researcher field notes.  Two phases of observations were 
conducted at each of the schools within the proven provider network using Spradley’s 
(1980) approach.  Phase one involved passive participant observations, which included 
classrooms, hallways and staff meetings.  The second round involved more focused 
observations based on the emerging themes from phase one observations and interviews.  





Data Collection Procedures 
 The study comprised five phases.  These include: (1) contacting and administering 
and receiving informed consent from the proven provider willing to participate, (2) 
contacting, administering and receiving informed consent from administrators, teachers, 
and parents willing to participate, (3) collecting document data through observations and 
a survey, (4) conducting interviews (5) collecting data through more focused 
observations. 
Data Collection Timeline  






























Phase four:  
Conduct 
interviews 
(Spring 2017)  









Data Analysis Procedures 
 All documents obtained for the study were read and analyzed by the researcher.  
These documents were used to describe the best practices of the hub school pre and post 
replication.  The researcher asked individual participants to examine the document 
analysis to limit threats to validity. 
 Observations were made over the course of a few months (in two phases).  During 
the observations, detailed field notes were recorded.  Immediately following the 




componential analysis approach to identify emerging themes and cultural domains.   
 All audio taped interviews were transcribed.  The interviews were read and coded.  
The author used Spradley’s (1980) componential analysis approach to identify emerging 
themes and cultural domains.   
  
Threats to Validity 
 There are several threats to validity that were raised as potential issues with this 
study.  The researcher’s own biases as a charter school educator and as a former 
employee with a continued working relationship with the network may have impacted the 
analysis.  To control for this threat, the researcher triangulated the data through 
interviews, observations, and through obtaining documents.  The researcher audiotaped 
all interviews.  Respondent validation also helped to control for this threat.  All 
participants were encouraged to read over transcripts from interviews conducted. 
 Another threat to validity may have occurred during observations.  There was the 
threat that the researcher may forget things seen or conversations that occurred during the 
observations.  To control for this threat, the researcher kept field notes during the 






 The data of this ethnographic study were accessed using participant observation 
methods (Spradley, 1980).  These methods included observations, interviews, surveys, 
and document review.  Results from these methods identified certain themes through the 
data.  The themes were analyzed using componential analysis (Spradley, 1980).  Spadley 
explains: “A componential analysis includes the entire process of searching for contrasts, 
sorting them out, grouping some together as dimensions of contrast, and entering all this 
information onto a paradigm” (p.133).  The themes identified below help to answer the 
following questions about charter school replication: What characteristics are retained in 
all three schools and which characteristics are distinct?  In order to describe the 
experiences, this study asked the following questions: What was the profile of the hub 
school pre-replication?  What identified best practices and strategies of the hub school 
did the network intend to replicate?  To what degree have these best practices been 
replicated and what is unique at each school?  What was the reason for replication?  Are 
innovation and distinctiveness still encouraged in each of the network schools?  This 
section will look to answer these questions, while discussing the thematic categories and 
describing each school within the thematic categories.   
 
Organizational Overview 
 In 2010 Massachusetts law makers passed the Achievement Gap Act (MA DESE, 




Gap Act includes the “proven provider” clause, which encourages successful charter 
schools to replicate their model in the neediest districts in the state (Stillings Candal, 
2010).  In July of 2010, The Porter House, an established organization operating one 
charter school in Houston, Massachusetts, applied to the Massachusetts Department of 
Elementary and Secondary Education with the prospectus of opening two additional 
charter schools in Houston and one additional school in Boston.   The Porter House 
opened its original school, Houston Charter School Network Delta (HCSN – Delta), in 
1995.  The school has continually outperformed the local city schools on the state’s 
MCAS exams (retrieved from the school’s annual report).   
 The initial prospectus for the three proposed schools named the schools together 
as Houston Charter School Network (HCSN) - Countrywide.  The initial proposal sought 
out two additional schools in Houston and one school in Boston.  This was eventually 
amended because the board of trustees made the decision to partner with Samuel Charter 
School in Boston to license the curriculum and training from Houston Charter School 
Networks for the Boston location.  This resulted in the opening of Samuel Houston 
Charter School in Boston.  This school is managed by Samuel but began with start-up 
support from HCSN.  The partnership has since ended without a clear indication of why. 
 The names of the two schools in Houston were eventually changed so that each 
school was given its own name – Houston Charter School Network Beta and Houston 
Charter School Network Gamma.   
 In compliance with the states’ regulations for applying for a new charter under the 





• The school(s) will be located in a district where the overall student 
performance on the MCAS is in the lowest ten percent.  
• The proposed schools will be located in a district or districts in which the nine 
percent net school spending cap is, or could be, exceeded by 2010-11 
applications. 
• The applicant group is currently the board of trustees of an existing charter 
school. 
• The applicant group/board of trustees is intending to create a network of 
schools (noting three schools). 
• The applicant group currently operates a school.  (HCSN Charter School 
Application Prospectus, 2010). 
 
In the application, it is noted that academic achievement, as well as a focus on the arts, 
Spanish language, and physical education, were important to the success of Houston 
Charter School Network (HCSN).  In the executive summary of the prospectus several 
key points are made about the need for the additional school(s): 
 Student achievement data as well as parent demand support the need for 
another high performing charter school like HCSN in Houston.  In Houston there 
is a very large achievement gap for proficiency on the MCAS between all white 
students in the state and Houston Hispanic students (-39.4 points in 2009).  On the 
other hand, HCSN has completely closed the achievement gap between Hispanic 
students and all white students in the state (+3.8 points in 2008 and +.8 points in 
2009).  Moreover there are 1,000 families on the school’s wait list.   
 In addition to success in the area of academic achievement, and critical to 
the achievement is the school’s attention to every aspect of student development 
and its belief in supporting the individual differences of each child.  Music and art 
programs as well as Spanish language instruction, a strong athletic and physical 
education program, community service and values based character development 
are all aspects of HCSN culture that we will replicate in our new school.  We also 
have a strong commitment to the role of parents in developing our school.  HCSN 
was founded with input from parents and we propose to draw upon parent counsel 
in developing our new school by implementing a comprehensive marketing 
program of outreach to potential parents (p.6).   
The prospectus describes the governing structure of HCSN pre-replication at length.  The 




manage the new schools.  It states: “HCSN-Countrywide will contract with The Porter 
House and its executive director to hire and supervise school staff at HCSN-
Countrywide.  In addition, The Porter House provides financial services, human resource, 
development, IT services, data management and reporting and marketing and public 
relations for network schools” (Prospectus p. 26).  The prospectus also states that the 
director of data will support data analysis and provides data reports for leadership, 
teachers, and parents.  The prospectus also notes that The Porter House will provide the 
new school(s) with central services including fundraising and development, technology, 
human resources, financial services, data reporting and analysis.  It is noted several times 
in the prospectus that all financial needs are separate from the school leaders’ 
responsibilities so that the school leaders may focus on being instructional leaders for the 
school and focus on supporting the school culture.   
 Both outlet schools opened in 2012-2013 with 120 students in grades K1 (pre-
school), K2 (kindergarten), and first grade.  The schools will eventually serve students 
from K1 through grade eight.  Both schools have added two K1 classes each year since 
opening, and the schools will reach full enrollment of 400 students in 2019. 
 The schools are structured so as to create three smaller clusters of students within 
one school.  The prospectus describes: 
Each school (grades K1-8) in the network will be organized around three clusters 
of grades with a head of school and operations manager in each cluster: K1-1; 2-5 
and 6-8. Students will be admitted to K1 at four years of age (by September 1). 
The school will enroll 400 students, with fewer than 150 students per cluster, 
enabling heads and faculty to know students and families well enough to meet the 





The clusters were designed to ensure Heads of School intimately know each student and 
his or her needs.  The cluster design also helps to ensure Heads of School have close 
communication with each parent at the school.  Each cluster has an operations manager 
who helps support the Head of School with daily operations such as lunch counts, 
attendance, buses, and parent phone calls.  The cluster design has remained the same as 
the schools have grown to size.  Currently, Beta and Gamma have hired their Heads of 
School for the upper school and they are both in training for the 2017-2018 school year.   
 In the sections below, I will explore whether the purposeful decisions in the 




Network Governance  
 Almost all of the staff members I interviewed discussed the importance of 
leadership.  This was true of staff at all three schools.  The organization has been 
purposeful in its decision-making around the structure of leadership, although this has 
evolved as the schools have grown.  The network has purposefully promoted staff from 
within as it has expanded.  The roles have changed slightly over time (see below) but 
most of the network leadership members began as classroom teachers at HCSN.  HCSN 
believes that by promoting from within, one is most likely to maintain and disseminate 
the culture and best practices used within the network. 




oversees the executive director of The Porter House, who oversees the Director of 
Charter Schools, who oversees the Heads of School for each grade level cluster (known 
as the early learning centers, the lower schools, and the upper schools).  Figure 2 provides 
the governance structure. 
 In the original application, the position of Director of Charter Schools was added 
to the governing structure; it was not an ongoing role at HCSN-Delta pre-replication.  
This position was added due to the demands of support required for three charter schools.  
The application specifies the roles of each leader at the network and school levels: 
The Executive Director has overall responsibility for managing all aspects of the 
school network. More specifically, the Executive Director reports to the Board 
President and the founding group to develop and implement the new network, 
represent the schools to the public, and supervise the Director of Charter Schools. 
The Director of Charter Schools is responsible for all areas related to student 
achievement, supervision of school heads and financial operations at the network 
level. Heads are responsible for operations at the school level: setting student 
goals, managing school budgets, implementing their education programs and 
supervising teachers and staff.    
 
The Director of Charter Schools, James Banks, was hired in February 2011 to help 
oversee the school expansion.  This was a new position within the HCSN.  Mr. Banks 
was hired to help support the Heads of School and to ensure replication developed as 
smoothly as possible.  During his tenure at HCSN, Mr. Banks’ role changed.  In 2014-
2015, a Head of School for Gamma Lower School resigned shortly before the start of the 
school year.  As the supervisor for the Heads of School, Mr. Banks stepped in to fulfill 
the role until a candidate could be hired for the position.  Unfortunately, a suitable 
candidate was not able to be found and Mr. Banks continued filling the position for the 










was reported in several interviews including the following, which describes some 
teachers’ frustrations with the transitional leadership at Gamma: 
I think a lot of Gamma teachers were frustrated with not having a head of school.  
So my first year James hired a head of school who then decided it wasn't the right 
fit for them and then he was waiting to hire another person who was a good fit 
and didn't end up hiring one.  So we went a whole year with Diane as the Beta 
head of school being acting head of school for Gamma.  Well technically James 
was Gamma’s acting head of school but he was like a business person and worked 
at the business office so he tried really hard but wasn't familiar with working with 
kids and then Diane was trying to do double jobs.  So I think people were 
frustrated. 
  
The same school year Mr. Banks’ position title was changed from Director of Charter 
Schools to Associate Executive Director of Charter Schools.  It is unclear as to why the 
title changed because the job description remains listed as the same in the annual reports 
for 2013-2014 and 2014-2015: “Oversee school expansion, supervise and evaluate school 
leaders.” 
 In the following school year, 2015-2016, Mr. Banks left unexpectedly mid-year.  I 
was able to find little information on why he left except for a small indicator in the 2015-
2016 annual report which stated: “As the schools grow by adding grades, more Heads of 
Schools have been hired for the additional level clusters at Beta and Gamma.”  It was 
described to me in an “off the record” conversation with a staff member that Mr. Banks 
left because he had wanted more leadership oversight and the executive director did not 
permit it. 
 Other network leadership changes occurred over the same time period.  In 2013-
2014, a new role was created within the organization titled “Director of Curriculum.”  




implementation, train and coach school leaders in use of data and assessment.”  This role 
remained for the 2014-2015 and 2015-2016 school year and was held all three years by 
Sarah Jones.  In 2016-2017, the title changed to “Executive Director of Academics” 
while the job description remained the same.  It’s unclear why the title changed. 
 In 2015-2016 Joe Sullivan moved from the role of “Senior Head of School,” 
overseeing Gamma’s early learning center, to the role of “Supervisor of Early Learning.”  
As the Senior Head of School, Mr. Sullivan’s job description was as follows: 
“Supervise/evaluate faculty and programs.”  As the Supervisor of Early Learning, Mr. 
Sullivan’s job description reads: “Provide leadership for curriculum design and 
implementation, train and coach school leaders in use of data and assessments for Early 
Learning” (HCSN 2015-2016 Annual Report).   
 Another change in 2016-2017 added the role of “Deputy Executive Director of 
Operations.”   Sandra Day, who has worked for The Porter House in several different 
capacities since 2004, stepped into this role.  It is described: “Provide leadership for 
operational management and oversee network wide programs (i.e. transportation, food 
services” (HCSN 2016-2017 Annual Report).  The addition of the curriculum advisors 
(CAs) was the final structural change in 2016-2017.  It is not listed in the governance 
structure in the annual report, but the role is described in a separate section: 
We added curriculum coordinators and/or directors of curriculum and instruction 
that work across the entire network, supporting the coaching done by the heads of 
school and assisting in curriculum implementation. This allows HCSN to ensure 
that all our schools reach the high standards set by HCSN-Delta as we continue to 
expand our grade levels. This support was added at the lower and upper school 






According to HCSN staff, in a relatively short amount of time, CAs have played a critical 
role at each school.  One staff member noted:  
I think they’re crucial at maintaining that foundation of that network support.  The 
network curriculum, the network being able to exchange best practice, share 
curriculum materials, create continuity and support in providing leadership 
support in different pockets particularly for curriculum development. 
 
Two CAs were hired to help support grades 3-5 in the 2016-2017 school year.   There is a 
CA to support reading and a CA to support with math.  A third CA was hired for the 
Early Leaning Centers in 2017-2018.  Part of the CAs responsibilities includes the 
creation of the year at a glance and curriculum unit maps for each grade level.  This 
ensures a stronger alignment between the grade levels and the schools.  There are mixed 
feelings on the support of CAs.  One staff member commented:  
I think there’s a lot of leeway…well that’s not really true any more.  There used 
to be a lot of leeway in the curriculum that you could do when you were first 
making it.  So we’d be like let’s do this and we’d run it by our Head of School 
and she’d be like great!  And we’d do it.  I think now that it’s more from the 
network-esque there’s less flexibility.   
  
 Over time and through the replication process, this governing structure has gone 
through many changes.  The structure of each school currently, according to the 2016-



















The governance structure has adjusted and changed over time as the schools have 
expanded.  There continues to be a board of trustees and an executive director, however 
the director of charter schools is no longer a position within the structure.  Instead, three 
new roles have been added: the Executive Director of Academics, the Supervisor of Early 
Learning, and the Executive Director of Operations.  Staff members, who each began as 
classroom teachers and have each worked for HCSN for over ten years, hold these three 
roles.  When asked about maintaining the foundation of the organization, one leader 
explained to me in an interview:  
I think another piece of it is that many of our leaders actually come from within 
our schools.  There is promotion from within for former teachers who are rooted 
in certain baseline expectations of our school.  I also feel like within the 
organization there’s a lot of upward mobility that’s been afforded to a lot of us in 
the shorter amount of time than would have been afforded in a traditional district.   
 
The organization deliberately looks to promote from within for leaders to ensure the 
culture of HCSN is maintained.  In the same interview the respondent explains:  
I think it goes back to there are so many pieces of the job of a leader at the charter 
end.  It’s not delineated by academics or behavior or operation.  Their job is all.  
Therefore there is a steep learning curve in leaning how to truly balance that but 
make the progress of your students the number one focus and if you’re coming 
from the outside there’s several approaches and systems that if you are brand new 
the learning curve is going to take longer. 
 
HCSN clearly believes in internally developing its leaders to ensure a faster and smoother 
transition into a leadership role.   
 
School-Based Leadership 




observations, and surveys, this role was cited as having a major impact on each school.  
The role was identified in the prospectus as a critically important feature of Delta pre-
replication.  The prospectus application again emphasizes how important development 
from within the organization is: 
Each of our current heads has been a teacher at HCSN and going forward we 
would want to hire leaders with advanced degrees in education and demonstrated 
success in teaching in urban areas.  Our heads have been active participants in the 
development of HCSN curriculum and the educational programs that have reaped 
such outstanding results. We would look for candidates who value the use of 
research and with experience in the curriculum and pedagogy used by our school. 
We also look for candidates with high levels of energy and a passion for work in 
urban areas. They must have experience in supervising and coaching teachers 
effectively and enjoy working collaboratively in teams. We have several teachers 
currently who have the qualities described above and are interested in exploring 
the possibility of positions in the new network.  
 
According to the annual report, the Head of School job description has remained the 
same for the past five years: supervise/evaluate faculty and programs at said school.   The 
prospectus for the schools’ application states that the Head of School’s focus is on 
instruction: “the assigning of central management functions to the agency permits the 
school administrators to concentrate their energies on being quality instructional leaders, 
able to focus on strategic areas of school culture and student life” (p. 7).  Each cluster 
within a school has a designated Head of School.  For the hub school, Delta, there is a 
Head of School for the early learning center (grades K1-1), a Head of School for the 
lower school (grade 2-5), and a Head of School for the upper school (grades 6-8).  As 
Beta and Gamma have continued to replicate to full capacity, Head of School positions 
have been added.  For the current school year, 2017-2018, two veteran teachers from 




school and Gamma upper school.  This movement of veteran teachers again aligns to the 
deliberate decision making within the network to promote from within whenever 
possible.  However, as I will discuss later, this promotion had an impact on Delta. 
 Prior to replication, there was very little training for Heads of School.  One 
veteran leadership staff member laughed when I asked about leadership training prior to 
replication.  This staff member noted that there was typically one over night “retreat” in 
the summer when the executive director would ask the three Heads of School to her 
summerhouse in the Vineyard.  The training was informal and involved discussions about 
which orientation sessions would be held.  The development of leadership training has 
greatly changed since replication. 
 Since replication, school-based leadership support and development occurs 
throughout the year, with a major focus occurring for a week in July.  This is known as 
the “Leadership Institute” within the organization.  The weeklong training occurs at one 
school site and has been implemented, to some degree, for the past four years.  Primarily 
run by the Deputy Executive Director of Academics and the Curriculum Advisors (CAs), 
the leadership training has evolved over the course of four years.  The Executive Director 
has direct input into the institute, but is not guaranteed to be in attendance during the 
week, and she does not typically run any of the sessions.   In the first year of the institute 
(2012-2013), the focus was equally on operations and instructional coaching.  Over time, 
the institute has greatly shifted to primarily focus on coaching and supporting classroom 
teachers.  The focus on developing strong leaders and the professional development 




replication.  When asked what has been the biggest change since replication, one network 
leadership respondent stated: 
Thoughtful leadership training, development of curriculum advisors to understand 
that every leader is not going to walk through the door being the expert on every 
grade level and every subject and every technique.  More drive to be thoughtful 
with regards to professional development for teachers and leaders and to 
document successful strategies. 
 
The leadership development at HCSN is grounded in research from two texts: Teach Like 
a Champion by Doug Lemov and Get Better Faster by Paul Bambrick-Santoyo.  During 
the leadership institute, Heads of School work with each other and the CAs to practice 
coaching sessions, lesson plan review, conduct lesson planning meetings, and data 
analysis.  “Real time coaching” was a term frequently used during the institute in July of 
2017.  HCSN cites the work in Get Better Faster (2016) as the basis for this type of 
coaching.  It is described as: “Real time coaching delivers feedback at the point of 
instruction.  Teachers experience unprecedented guidance and support while coaches 
have a unique opportunity to positively impact the teachers’ classroom performance” (p. 
8).  This year’s institute included the following sessions (taken from the 2017 institute 
schedule):  
• Culture: Routines/Procedures & Non-negotiable(s) for Orientation PD (includes 
morning meeting, classroom organization, movement, Lemov routines and 
procedures, prompts, props, and strategies for classroom management and 
behavior strategies) (Cited from Get Better Faster Phase 1 & 2 and Teach Like a 
Champion 2.0) 
• Teach Like a Champion 2.0: Aims and lesson planning: Beginning with the End, 
Creating Exemplar, Naming Steps, and creating strong Aims  
• CFUs (Checks for Understanding): Targeted Questions & Planning for Error (Use 
of Pivot Points of lesson steps) Differentiation in Practice: based on CFUs 




• Reading: Read Aloud, Questioning Strategies, and maintaining rigor (from 
Reading Reconsidered) 
• PBL (Problem Based Learning) - Creating a problem solving culture, ratio, 
targeted questions, & culture of error  
• Teach Like a Champion 2.0:  Use of Student Packets, Double Planning, 
Accountability, and Effective Planning Meetings  
• Real-Time Coaching and Feedback- Preliminary Coaching Plan 
 
Each session was followed by an afternoon work session in which each leader had work 
outputs to submit to the Deputy Executive Director of Academics.  The outputs included 
creating teacher orientation schedules and session outlines.  In addition to supporting the 
development of leaders, the institute also helps prepare Heads of School to plan and 
implement orientation sessions for teacher training, which takes place each year prior to 
the start of school for three weeks in August .  The institute allows Heads of School the 
time to collaborate across schools and grade level clusters.  It also helps to enforce the 
network’s alignment of some key foundational elements and expectations.  One staff 
member noted the importance of the leadership institute: 
I think a big piece of that is our expansive training that takes place in the summer 
with regards to summer leadership with the leaders to make sure we are all on the 
same page with regards to non-negotiable(s) around routines and procedures and 
culture.   And in turn developing workshops in professional development early on 
with a big emphasis now on the practice: working with each other practicing the 
different routines and the workshops that we do in the summer. 
 
  What is clear from the leadership institute is that Heads of School are expected to 
provide weekly lesson plan feedback, facilitate planning meetings, and coach and support 
classroom teachers regularly.  These expectations are communicated consistently to all 
Heads of School.  As I will describe below, the execution of these expectations looks 
very different at each school. 




support and coaching from the Head of School varies from school to school and cluster to 
cluster within the school.  All survey results from staff at all three schools noted they feel 
the leadership at their school is professional and respectful.  When asked on the survey 
what their relationship is like with leadership at their school, respondents answered the 
following: “Strong in that I can always ask for honest feedback and know my Head of 
School genuinely cares about each class.”  “I believe it is good.  I know I can go to 
leaders for anything.”  “Warm and positive.”  “I have a great relationship with leadership 
at my school.  We are given the opportunity to meet with our Head of School every other 
week and talk about anything school related.”  Although most staff feels supported by 
their Head of School, there were some differences cited among the different leaders.  One 
network leadership interviewee commented on the differences at different schools when 
it comes to curriculum planning meetings: 
The leaders definitely have different strengths and I think that really comes out 
with coaching, observations, and common planning meetings.  Leaders who feel 
really comfortable with curriculum run organized but flexible planning meetings.  
So they know what they’re going to get done but a lot of it's like asking teachers 
questions and doing demos of like upcoming concepts of upcoming concepts.  
Yeah and like taking questions and making adjustments on the fly and then if a 
teacher asks a question that they're not sure the answer to they like write it down 
[and say] I'll get back to you within like the next 24 hours kind of a deal.  So 
they’re just very comfortable and natural with that.  Leaders who are not as 
comfortable with the curriculum tend to stick just to let’s read the lesson plans.  
So over time, I ended up taking more of that planning meeting and then another 
leader just couldn't be there because of behavior issues, she couldn't show up so 
those meetings either were run by teachers or myself.  So that was a very different 
feeling. 
 
This was also observed during my focused observations on planning meetings at the 




asked what some of the biggest differences are among the school leaders, a network 
leadership member stated: 
So like they invest their time in you know?  They prioritize their time differently.  
And so for example, [one leader] is very familiar with the 3-4 curriculum, she 
taught it, she’s you know, she really… like in her planning meetings she plans 
them like professional development almost.  It’s like okay here’s how we’re going 
to roll out long comp, let me show you, let me model this for you, blah, blah, 
blah.  Where as a planning meeting at another school, the leader is kind of like 
let’s let another teacher run through plans and then they talk about parent 
conferences or something.  And it’s not the same level of guidance because that 
leader doesn’t have the same level of expertise.  So then you just get the teachers 
at one building having a lot more insight and a lot more depth of knowledge.  As 
opposed at a school where that's less of a focus you know. 
   
A network leader also explained how training is differentiated for each leader, based on 
his/her experience and strengths.  When asked if all leaders are developed in the same 
way, she responded: 
I differentiate it.  I think it’s differentiated based on their experience, their grade 
levels, and their pathways to the point.  You know whether they're differentiated 
because one has been a leader for three years, it could be differentiated because 
when did they switch into the role in leadership.  It could be differentiated 
because even within the same title they have their responsibilities have shifted.  I 
try I really do try to be cognizant of their own personalities and what makes them 
what their comfort zones and what's not.  Always thinking about what's best for 
the kids in their school but also being respectful of trying to delve deep and figure 
out where they have their strengths, where they have their areas of improvement, 
and then always being aware of the leadership pipeline.   If they have merged into 
a new role how does their skills have to change?  How does their focus of time 
have to change?  And that's one of the hardest pieces for leaders. 
 
 Coaching is another area that varies from Head of School to Head of School.  
During the summer leadership institute it was suggested that teachers are observed at a 
minimum of once every two weeks, depending on the teachers’ need for support.  The 




from school to school and cluster to cluster within each school.  When asked about 
coaching from school to school, one network leadership interviewee shared: 
I think it's different.  I think the same thing with planning meetings goes right 
down to coaching.  Those who are comfortable and have a system for how they're 
going to convey coaching content, get it done and their teachers know what their 
goals are and what they're working on and I know what progress they’ve made.   
Other people, their teachers just don't.  One teacher told me that like she’s been 
observed once in September and not since.   
 
The overall differences in school culture were also captured.   One staff member 
described the differences between the schools: 
Interviewer:  What would you say are some of the differences between the 
schools in the network? 
 
Response: I think the atmosphere. 
 
Interviewer:  In what way? 
 
Response: Some of the schools aren’t as warm and fuzzy when you walk in, I 
feel.  I think the relationship that the administration has with their staff can set the 
tone of the building.   
 
Interviewer:  Tell me a little more about that. 
 
Response:  In one of the buildings it’s more of an I’m your friend not your boss.  
So when there are issues they don’t get resolved as quickly as they probably 
should.   
  
Heads of School play an important role in creating and maintaining a school’s culture.  
One network leadership team member noted the importance of having and developing a 
strong leader for the school: 
I think the leader is captain of the ship and if you do not have a strong leader and I 
think the only way we've been allowed and afforded to replicate the way we have 
and then do the modifications as needed within each building is by developing 




have to develop as I refer to that pipeline and you could have the most wonderful 
system in the most wonderful organization but if you didn't pick the right person 
and take the time to professionally developed them and support them that school 
is going to fail.   
 
In one interview, a network leadership member noted that the culture of the staff feels 
different from school to school.  When asked to describe what that means, the staff 
member stated: 
So the feeling that kids give off in every class is generally the same at all schools 
but when I walk into either speak to staff or sit down with staff, that’s very 
different.  Like one of the schools kind of feels like a tight run ship, you have 
your leader, she gives you your orders, you execute your orders, you come back if 
there’s a problem.  Another school kind of feels more lackadaisical, like teachers 
can do whatever, like the teachers feel more in control.  I don't want to say 
autonomous but more like they feel free to voice whatever they want to voice 
whenever they want to voice it.  And the third one there's an air about the third 
school that kind of feels like the teachers think that they are really great.  I’m not 
saying they’re not by any means; it’s just like a different air about them that you 
can feel when you walk in. 
 
Another network leadership member commented on the role leadership plays on the 
“personality” of the school: 
I mean leadership in each building makes a really big difference.  You know what 
I mean?  Having a strong Head of School really is a very important factor 
especially from working at the network level, I can really see that.  You know, 
[one replicated school] is in a much different place than [other replicated school 
and hub school].  And each of the leaders has different strengths and you sort of 
see how that plays out.  And they also have different areas for growth and you see 
how that plays out.  So I think the basics are the same.  There are 3 teachers for 2 
classrooms and there’s basically the same curriculum, they’re basically given the 
same support, and they basically go to the same PDs and their school day is the 
same length and all this stuff.  But each school definitely has it’s own personality 
and fingerprint I’d say.   
 
It is clear that leadership plays a critical role on the culture and morale of the school.  I 




interview data.  This information is important in understand how the different types of 
leaders impact each school. 
 
Delta (Hub School) 
Early Learning Center 
 Delta’s early learning Head of School has worked in the network for nine years.  
She began as a pre-K classroom teacher and over time has taught in kindergarten and 
grade one.   Three years ago she transitioned into the leadership role.  While observing at 
Delta’s early learning center, I observed the Head of School helping to support with a 
student’s behavioral needs but I did not specifically observe her coaching teachers or 
working with students.  When a student began to argue with a classroom teacher and 
yelled no at her, the teacher escorted the student out of the classroom to the head of 
school for support.  The classroom teacher soon returned alone to the classroom and 
continued working with students. 
During an interview with the Head of School at Delta’s early learning center, she 
commented on the teamwork among her teachers: 
I would say that again, going back to that team work, because we’re in our own 
building and because we have just these grades here, it feels a little bit more like a 
family because we know it’s all of us together and constantly supporting.  I think 
also the veteran teachers just kind of taking on the newer teachers and putting 
them under their wing and just…there’s just a lot of support all around.    
 
During an observation, I noted three teachers working together in one classroom to help 





Lower school  
 The Head of School at Delta’s lower school has worked within the network as a 
leader for the past five years.  She is one of the few leaders who did not begin as a 
classroom teacher at HCSN.  Rather, she was previously a Montessori school teacher and 
leader.   
 During observations at Delta’s lower school, the Head of School greeted me 
kindly at the front door of the building and was not observed again until I was leaving the 
building.  It appeared that the leader did not regularly observe in classrooms and her 
friendly demeanor did not give off the same sense of control or urgency that I observed in 
other buildings. 
 At Delta’s lower school planning meeting, I observed a meeting that was largely 
teacher led.  The goal of the meeting (although this was not stated explicitly) appeared to 
be to analyze the latest benchmark test and discuss what changes should be made to the 
curriculum to ensure students did better on the next benchmark.    The three teachers in 
the meeting discussed specific questions and wording that students struggled with such as 
“except” and “green thumb.”  They then discussed how to better support understanding of 
informational text.  One teacher suggested a Time for Kids subscription while another 
noted there should be more focus on text feature questions within the classroom.  The 
Head of School in this meeting helped to direct teachers to specific questions but mostly 
allowed the teachers to speak about the questions and the challenges.  The meeting 
concluded with the Head of School thanking the teachers for their time.  There was not a 






 The Head of School at Delta’s upper school has been in the network for five 
years.  She had previous experience working as a leader at a different charter network.  
During one of my observations at the upper school, I walked into the building and the 
Head of School briefly said hello to me and went back to her coaching meeting with a 
classroom teacher.  A teacher at Delta’s upper school noted a high frequency of 
observations.  When I asked how frequently is your Head of School in your classroom, 
the teacher noted: 
Oh about 3-4 times a week.  And it’s a different time of the day and really I don’t 
think it’s planned.  I think she just comes in when she’s walking by and instead of 
walking by she walks in.  I know if she’s really concerned about something, she’ll 
stay.  So as long as she comes in, looks around a bit for about 10 minutes and then 
walks off everything is going well.   
 
 
This matched what I observed while at Delta’s upper school.  I was in four different 
classrooms and observed the head of school in three out of four of the rooms.  In one 
classroom, she began to transition the students for science because the science teacher 
was running a few minutes late to class.  The students and the teachers appeared to be un-
fazed by this interaction, as if it were a normal occurrence.  
 
Beta (Outlet School) 
Early Learning Center 
 Beta’s early learning Head of School has been with the network for the past nine 
years.  She began at HCSN as a grade one classroom teacher and has taught kindergarten 




for one of the observations, the Head of School was working on reading one-on-one with 
a student in her office.  She was helping the student to find rhyming matches with picture 
clues and celebrated each time the student followed a direction without a reminder.  She 
briefly greeted me and explained that she was busy, but I was welcome to float in and out 
of classrooms.  As I observed over the course of a few hours, I noticed the Head of 
School repeatedly returning students to class and taking new students with her for 
practice.   
  
Lower school 
 Beta’s lower school Head of School has been working in the network for seven 
years.  She began as a grade four classroom teacher and transitioned into leadership three 
years ago.  During observations at Beta’s lower school the Head of School was in three 
out of five rooms during the half-day observation.  Neither the students nor the classroom 
teacher appeared to be fazed to see the Head of School in the classroom and continued on 
with their work without commenting.  I observed the Head of School support a teacher 
with a student not following directions, and she provided coaching advice mid-lesson to a 
teacher.  During this observation, she calmly interrupted the lesson by stating: “Ms. 
Rand, remember to have two students build on to every answer.”  The teacher seemed un-
fazed by the interruption and acknowledged what had been said by calling on two 
additional students to “build on to Anthony’s answer.”  Based on the observed 
interaction, it appeared this type of scenario occurs regularly.  An interviewee at Beta’s 




our classroom every day.  She knows what’s happening in the classroom, whether you 
think that’s good or bad.  She knows!  She is involved.”    
 At Beta’s lower school planning meeting, the Head of School had a clear agenda 
that was distributed during the beginning of the meeting and explained the focus of the 
planning meeting would be on re-teaching the narrative from the latest round of 
benchmark testing.  The Head of School allowed for the majority of the planning meeting 
to revolve around practice and modeling for the upcoming lesson.  The leader clearly 
modeled her thinking and how she would explain the thinking to students.  It was clear 
during this observation that this Head of School was comfortable teaching the content of 
the lesson and that there was a clear desired outcome for teachers to be able teach the 
same lesson the following week.  Teachers took notes during the planning meeting and 
all three teachers asked to have copies of the Head of School’s work from the planning 
meeting.   
 
 
Gamma (Outlet School) 
Early Learning Center  
 The Head of School at Gamma’s early learning center is one of the few teachers 
who did not begin as a classroom teacher at HCSN.  She was hired from outside the 
network for the Head of School position two years ago when the former Head of School 
transitioned into the Supervisor of Early Learning.  During one of my observations at 
Gamma’s early learning center, the Head of School walked into the room I was observing 




they went.  She referred to each student by his/her name and it appeared she was well 
known in the school.  The two teachers in the classroom smiled when they saw her enter 
and invited all the students to wave and say hello.  The Head of School smiled and said 
good morning to the entire class.  The scene appeared to be familiar to all those involved.  
 During another observation at Gamma’s early learning center, the head of school 
walked into a classroom to help cover lunch so the teachers could go eat separately.  
When the Head of School walked into the classroom, students began shouting her name 
and several students again got up and gave her a hug.  She warmly smiled at them and 
reminded them to sit down while they ate their lunch.  She then sat at a table with a group 
of five students and began chatting with them about what they were eating. 
 
Lower school 
 The Head of School at Gamma’s lower school is in her first year of leadership, 
transitioning from a classroom teacher position at the network’s district partnership 
school.   During observations at Gamma, I did not see the Head of School at all but 
overheard a staff member speaking to another and explaining that: “she’s going off 
again” to describe a student yelling down the hallway.  The teacher also commented: 
“poor [Head of School]” implying that the Head of School was working with this student 
again.  When asked if coaching occurs at Gamma’s Lower school, one teacher stated:   
No!  That’s one thing.  No I really missed that this year…but yeah I did not get 
any coaching.  We didn’t have goal meetings.  In November we all had these 
papers with our goals on them and that we wrote ourselves and we're going to 
meet with her and that never happened at least for my grade.   We’re supposed to 
have end of the year meetings and she caught me a few minutes ago and was like, 




She has not really been… I'm sure she knows stuff about me as a teacher but 
probably not nearly as much as I'd like. 
 
Another staff member at Gamma’s Lower school noted something similar when asked if 
she’d been observed this school year: 
She doesn't, she hasn’t been doing formal observations because she’s been 
dealing with the behaviors instead. But she definitely is in my classroom seeing 
what's happening and we're kind of in constant communication around that and so 
I feel like she doesn't do formal observations but she would give me feedback and 
everything and she does if she thinks there’s something that needs to change.  
 
It was noted in several interviews and surveys from Gamma’s Lower school that the 
Head of School was primarily addressing behavioral needs of students and that prevented 
her from coaching and observing with the same frequency as other Heads of School.  
Gamma also reported a lower approval rating from staff on the network’s end of year 
survey question around the physical and emotional safety of students and faculty (HCSN 
Annual Report 2016-2017).  65% of staff felt the school met the physical and emotional 
safety of students and faculty in comparison to 91% at both Beta and Delta.   This is a 
significant difference and may have something to do with the differences in leadership. 
 During an observation at Gamma’s Lower school planning meeting, the Head of 
School did not distribute an agenda during the start of the meeting and the Curriculum 
Advisor (CA) supported the leader throughout the meeting.  During the meeting 
discussion around the “lows for the week,” a teacher noted that students were not getting 
a specific strategy for division.  The Head of School acknowledged this by shaking her 
head and then moved on to discuss other lows from teachers.  The CA quickly jumped in 




explain that students were not putting the numbers in the correct spots when using this 
strategy.  The CA continued the discussion with the other teachers and shared that she 
would be willing to come in and help model the re-teach as a co-teacher in both 
classrooms next week.  Teachers shared they were grateful to have the CAs support and 
would welcome her to be in their room whenever she was able to be there.  During this 
time, the Head of School was not actively engaged in the conversation.  She stood to the 
side silently and after the discussion finished, moved on to discuss next week’s more 
traditional model. 
 New leadership and leadership turnover was described as a challenge at Gamma’s 
lower school.  Two staff members commented on how having a new leader impacted the 
school.  The first interviewee commented:   
There's just a few... I think my main issues this year were surrounding things that 
were out of anyone's control. Just being in a new building, having a first-year 
head of school and what I'm looking for next year is what I want to talk to [Head 
of School] about or what I've already started to talk to her about is more 
consistency. 
 
The second interviewee commented on the challenges at Gamma’s lower school: 
I think it's a couple of years in the making where I don't think this year this leader 
kind of thing.  I think this is a couple years in the making and this leader just 
happened to pull the short straw and wasn't ready to handle a group of teachers 
who had high expectations about a leader who is still learning a lot. 
 
At Gamma, there has been leadership turnover for three consecutive years, and that has 





Yeah I think that having a new head of school for the last three years has been 
really difficult because we keep going through a new transition and because of 
that I have a lot of co-workers who are unhappy because they keep like holding 
out for one more year and so I'm hoping that that will change this year because 
they've decided to leave.  But it's been like... it's people who are great teachers but 
it's hard to work when you're just not happy.  
 
Another teacher commented on the importance of leadership consistency for developing a 
strong school culture: 
I think that it's been really hard to create a consistent culture because students and 
teachers are changing.  I think that this year especially.  My feelings are that my 
class was created based on my last year Head of School’s understanding of me as 
a manager and that was me as a manager in conjunction with that Head of School.   
And since their approach to management is pretty different from Michelle's this 
year then Michelle and I had to really figure out that balance of when I send a 
child to the office are you like a good cop or bad cop.   Like is it relationship 
building?  And so it has been really hard for students and adults to renegotiate that 
every year.  So I think that as we go forward it'll be easier to have consistency. I 
feel really… I don't want to leave because I feel really good going into next year 
that it's going to be great.   The first year you have so much to work through so 
next year we'll know Michelle’s expectations for the school and she knows mine 
for the kids.   You can't have consistency when there’s constant turnover because 
no one knows what last year was like.  
 
School leadership turnover is problematic because principals, or Heads of School, play an 
important role in leading school improvement.  Research indicates that improvement can 
take five to seven years to see success (Fullan, 2001; Rangel, 2018).  In addition to the 
impact of school leadership turnover, research by Ni, Sun, and Rorrer (2015) found that 
leadership turnover in charter schools tends to be higher than in traditional public 
schools.   
The findings suggest that unlike the traditional school principal position that is 
often regarded as a ‘stepping stone’ along an established career path, the charter 





Although interviews and surveys with staff indicate school struggle with Gamma’s 
leadership turnover, student achievement has remained strong at Gamma.  Table 1 below 
shows the schools’ statewide testing scores for the past five years.  Interestingly, the hub 
school, Delta, has seen a slight dip in student achievement scores.  In 2012, Delta had 
78% meet or exceed expectations while in 2017 they had 64%.  Similarly, in math, Delta 
had 77% meet or exceed expectations in 2012.  In 2017, 66% of students met or exceeded 
expectations. 
 Research on the impact of school leadership on student success is somewhat 
mixed.  Several case studies support the importance of leadership (Edmonds, 1979; 
Malden 2001; Marzano, Waters and McNulty, 2005; Scheurich, 1998), while quantitative 
research from Hallinger & Heck (1998) found teachers had a stronger impact than school 
leaders.  Robinson (2007) looked at several tasks of school leaders and found that a 
leader’s focus on what is happening is the classroom has the biggest impact on the 
school’s success.  “The pattern of relative impacts suggests that the more leadership is 
focused on the core business of teaching and learning the greater its impact” (p. 9).  This 
research aligns with the network’s belief in having the Head of School know intimately 
what is happening within each classroom.   This becomes more challenging, however, as 




Table 1. Statewide testing scores (2011–2017). 












78% 21% 0% 
77% 19% 4% 
Beta NA NA NA 




81% 19% 0% 
88% 12% 0% 
Beta NA NA NA 




83% 15% 2% 
79% 19% 2% 
Beta NA NA NA 




78% 21% 1% 
81% 18% 1% 
Beta ELA 
Beta Math 
59% 38% 3% 
82% 18% 0% 
Gamma ELA 
Gamma Math 
61% 39% 0% 




80% 17% 3% 






65% 30% 5% 
71% 22% 6% 
Gamma ELA 
Gamma Math 
69% 25% 6% 




64% 33% 3% 
66% 32% 2% 
Beta ELA 
Beta Math 
68% 28% 4% 
72% 27% 2% 
Gamma ELA 
Gamma Math 
69% 27% 4% 
71% 27% 3% 
 
 What should also be noted is that no parent commented specifically on the 
leadership of the school in any of the returned surveys.  However, when asked the 
question “Are you comfortable going into the school?” every parent who completed the 
survey from all three schools commented positively.  Comments included: “Yes because 
they are very warm, the staff helps me when I need it, and in general the atmosphere is 
friendly.”  “I feel very good because they are very friendly and because they know how 
to respond intelligently to any question that any parent asks.”  “I feel comfortable 
because when any of the teachers or directors welcome you they do so with affection and 
a big smile.  That makes you feel safe and relaxed.”  “Yes.  Very comfortable!  Great 
atmosphere/staff.”  Although no Head of School was specifically cited in the parent 
survey, parents do feel that all three schools are welcoming and friendly. 
 Leadership at HCSN schools, as in many schools, plays a pivotal role.  Although 




clusters has remained relatively similar.  The biggest change at the school cluster level is 
the people in the leadership roles.  Leadership turnover impacts staff and students.  
Consistent leadership matters because a leader helps to set a tone and a culture within 
his/her building, and it takes time to create the culture.   A leader sets and models 
expectations for staff and students.  Turnover in leadership causes inconsistencies and 
unrest among staff (Fullan, 2001; Rangel, 2018).  Interestingly, parents at HCSN schools 
do not specifically view leadership as a crucial piece of the schools’ successes.  As I 
move on to discuss other themes in the study, we will continue to see how leadership 
plays an important role. 
 
Behavior Management 
 The behavior management system at HCSN schools was cited as an important 
feature of the schools throughout observations, interviews, and survey results.  Although 
the school’s prospectus application does not state any specific curriculum or system for 
behavior management, the schools began to implement the work of Teach Like a 
Champion (Lemov, 2010) in 2010, the year the school applied for replication.  In the 
years that have followed, HCSN has made a concerted effort to enforce consistency with 
the strategies from the book across all three schools.  The implementation of specific 
management strategies was done deliberately as the schools expanded.  The network 
leaders understood new teachers would need help with classroom management 
techniques and with expansion came a lot of inexperienced teachers.  One network 




support is but understood that there is room for differentiation based on the age group of 
the cohort: 
One of the biggest things we tried to unpack is what are core routines?  What are 
core procedures?  We based a lot of that off of Doug Lemov and Teach Like A 
Champion and now Teach Like A Champion 2.0.  So there is a consistency with 
regards to expectations when students begin with us as they go through the grade 
levels.  Now we try to cater it to an extent to be developmentally appropriate.  
Based on the idea that we may reference HALL or STAR but by the upper grades 
we should be able to give them a hand gesture.  We should be able to just give a 
visual reminder so that they have an understanding and with regards to behavior 
management there's a lot of bleeding of it with regards to academics too.  Such as 
the thresh hold, the beginning of your lesson, the targeted do now that really 
mitigates wasted time.  So that was a conscious effort on our part probably I will 
say going back to probably about 10 years.  
 
The consistency described above was also noted in observations across all three schools.  
At all of the schools and all of the cohort groups, I saw and heard teachers using the 
terms HALL, STAR, and signs up.  HALL is an acronym used to remind students of the 
expectations as they transition through the hallways.  It stands for Hands at your side, All 
eyes forward, Legs walking safely, Lips are zipped.  STAR is an acronym to remind 
students of the expectations while they are at their desks in the classroom.  It stands for 
Sit up tall, Track the Speaker, Ask and answer questions, Respect those around you.  
Signs up is the schools signal for students to stop what they are doing and pay attention to 
whoever is speaking.  All three of these terms were used several times at each school 
during each of my observations.  If students did not comply with the expectation the first 
time through, the staff member would remind them of the expectation and do it again.  
“Do it again” is a specific strategy cited in Teach Like a Champion.  This was very 




 When I asked about the behavioral expectations, all staff members interviewed 
commented on the importance of the consistency of expectations.  One teacher at Beta’s 
K-1 cohort explained the importance for that age group:  
When we first started we read a book by Doug Lemov, Teach Like a Champion.  
A lot of his routines in the book, we felt were more age appropriate for older kids 
but we could take some of the routines and rituals and implement some of them in 
our classrooms with our little babies and by having those strong rituals and 
routines, the majority of the students are able to comply with teacher directions.  
When they have strong rituals and routines, the students know the expectations 
and are able to follow through with them. 
 
Another teacher at Beta’s lower school also explained the important of these strategies 
for school culture: 
There’s a certain level that you expect of behavior from everyone.  I think you do 
know your exceptions.  Like the important thing isn’t for your hands to be in your 
lap, it’s that your calm and paying attention.  I do think that in general the school 
does recognize that.  At [a different charter school] it was like no your hands are 
in your lap?  I was like is that really the purpose of this or is it just that they’re 
focused and if they’re focused, who cares if their hands are in their lap.  You 
know what I mean?  Not being militaristic but understanding that if you’re loud in 
the hallway you’re disrupting other classrooms so like explaining why we do 
things is really important to the kids so they understand and are not just being told 
they can’t talk in the hallway. 
 
Interviewer:  Is that a part of the culture?  
 
Response:  I think so.  It’s definitely part of my culture in my classroom.  I can’t 
necessarily say that that’s what they’re doing in all of the other classrooms.  But I 
know there are certain levels of expectations that every classroom has like HALL 
and STAR.  I think just a certain level of respect that you’re teaching to the 
students and that’s really important.  And it’s really important to the parents too, 
that’s part of why they’re sending them there like to be polite and respectful to 
adults.  And the parents are usually pretty supportive of that, which is wonderful.   
 
A teacher at Gamma lower school noted the similar expectations across the schools: 




very similar.  We have similar expectations for our students in terms of their behavior and 
their academic growth.”  A network leadership member noted: 
Well I mean I think behavior expectations are a thing HCSN takes really seriously 
you know?  This is not sort of like a loosey-goosey school where you're just like 
you know having a free-for-all.  I think it's important for them.  I think order and 
discipline are important.  That said I don't think they take it too far.  I think some 
charters go like nutso and it feels really militant.  I feel like HCSN has a good 
balance for high behavior expectations that don't feel too military. 
 
A teacher at Delta also noted the importance of these strategies: 
Response:  Lemov is a basically a behavior management system where all of the 
teachers need to implement the common language and expectations of their 
students from the beginning of the school year.   
 
Interviewer:  Is that effective? 
 
Response:  I think so yes.  Absolutely.  I think having those high expectations but 
also remember things like positive framing and precise praise, how to establish 
relationships with your students but also how to instill a level of respect.  So that’s 
been very helpful. 
 
There was a common language and common routines used throughout all observations.  
Students consistently complied with the exception of two outliers.  While observing at 
Gamma’s lower school, one student was observed refusing to follow the HALL 
directions.  This student refused to move from the corner of the hallway as the class was 
transitioning in from recess.  Two staff members stood with the child while the rest of the 
class walked back to the classroom with their classroom teacher.  The paraprofessional 
staff members working with the student quietly reminded her of the expectation to walk 
back to class, to which she yelled no in response.  I did not stay to observe this 
interaction, but the student did not return to class during the course of my observation 




 The second outlier was observed at Delta’s early learning center.  A student in a 
grade one classroom refused to follow directions for completing the independent work at 
his desk.  The teacher quietly went over to speak to him privately.  Within a few seconds 
of this conversation, the student became agitated and began to yell no at the teacher.  The 
second teacher in the classroom stepped in to help and escorted the student out of the 
classroom.  A few minutes later, the teacher returned without the student.  I was told as a 
follow-up that he was with the Head of School trying to deescalate.   
 The two situations above were seen as outliers during my observations.  They 
were the only instances of non-compliance that I observed during the course of my 
observations at all three schools.  During an interview, I asked a network leadership team 
member how the network maintains the consistency in the behavioral strategies across the 
three schools.  She explained: 
I think a big piece of that is our expansive training that takes place in the summer 
with regards to summer leadership with the leaders to make sure we are all on the 
same page with regards to non-negotiables around routines and procedures and 
culture.   And in turn developing workshops in professional development early on 
with a big emphasis now on the practice: working with each other practicing the 
different routines and the workshops that we do in the summer.  Many years ago 
we only had one week and as we grew the schools we expand it to 3 weeks so that 
the first week is truly just targeting brand new staff.  The second one targets two-
year teachers and the third targets three or more year teachers.  So it's our way of 
really differentiating each workshop.  But that first week with the new teachers 
there is a lot around those strategies and practice. 
 
I continued by asking how Heads of School at each cohort are able to reinforce these 
expectations.  She replied by explaining the importance of practice and coaching:  
I think with regards to that a lot of what we try to target in our observations for 
the first six weeks deals with real-time coaching, modeling and you know even 




transitional times of arrival, dismissal, in between classroom snack, break and 
lunch; being very thoughtful to really be present and look for threshold.  Look for 
types of routines and procedures that are efficient but give immediate, real-time 
feedback.  If there are gaps if there's issues or if a procedure needs to be 
reworked.  Also a part of the training that really happens once if there's a co-
teaching model or singular teacher once we have teaching teams together or in 
some cases there is three teachers across two classrooms.  We try to make sure we 
afford time for them to sit down and have dialogue about the expectations within 
the classroom and how they plan to execute these different types of routines and 
procedures and then the Head of School gives immediate real-time feedback 
around them. 
 
It was also explained to me, by a Head of School, that the common language and the 
rubric provided by the network during the summer leadership institute help to ensure all 
leadership members are on the same page when it comes to behavior management 
support.   
 Parents also commented on behavior through the parent surveys.  In response to 
the question “What do you like about this school?”  Several parents from all three schools 
commented similarly:  “Strict rules and expectations for student behavior.”  “The school 
is very strict.”  “Students are well-behaved and respectful.”  “It’s a very disciplined 
school with rules you have to follow.”  “I really like how they teach the kids to be 
responsible, to respect the staff and their peers, and to love the school like my son does.”  
“It is a school with a lot of discipline where [the teachers] listen to the kids when they 
speak and that they are very respectful teachers.”  In the schools’ annual report from 
2016-2017, between 93 and 96% of parents at all three schools agreed with the statement 
that the school consistently adheres to the physical and emotional safety for each student 
and faculty member of the school.  This indicates an overall high support by families 




 It should be noted that, although family responses show overall support, there 
were some disparities with staff responses at Gamma’s lower school.  These were seen in 
interviews, survey results, and the school’s annual report (I did not observe any 
differences during my visits to Gamma).  On the school’s annual report, 65% of faculty 
agreed with the statement that Gamma consistently adheres to the physical and emotional 
safety for each student and faculty member of the school community, in comparison to 
91% at the other outlet school. Beta.  In addition, two survey responses commented on 
the need for more consistent behavioral support.  When asked “Are you happy here?  
Why or why not?” one staff member wrote: “No.  The behavior management is 
inconsistent and ineffective at the admin level.”  Another teacher answered the question 
“Would you change anything?”: “More behavioral management strategies/coaching.”  In 
an interview with a teacher from Gamma, the struggle with consistent leadership and 
expectations was also noted: 
I think the big problems I hear are people saying that they think turnover in 
leadership has caused an inconsistency in how we deal with behavior problems 
and I think people sometimes feel… I think some teachers feel that they are 
stricter than the administrators and so they feel undermined by when they send a 
child to the office and they feel like the child wants to go to the office and that's 
probably from last year too.  How as an administrator do you strike that balance 
between building a relationship with students but also being the consequence? 
 
Another teacher from Gamma also discussed the behavioral struggles at that school and 
the role of the Head of School in responding to the behavioral needs: 
She would do all behavior, which for this year we just had some people who 
weren't really comfortable with whatever they're doing.  It just wasn't the right 
environment for them and it just led to massive, massive chaos. 
 




Response:  Students.   There's something not right and it just did not gel well they 
weren’t… I don't know what it was I think there wasn't whatever it was it just 
wasn't matching what [the students] needed and she [Head of School] spent 
probably like 50% of her time dealing with behaviors.  
 
Gamma was different from the other schools in their acknowledgement of behavior 
struggles.  It is hard for me to say that Gamma is supporting behaviors differently than 
the other schools because what I did observe was the consistent use of the Lemov 
strategies as described above.  However, it is interesting to note that staff at Gamma felt 
something was different at that school than at the other two schools within the network.  
This is the same school that has experienced leadership turnover and has had a new Head 
of School for three consecutive years.  This again speaks to the importance of consistency 
in school leadership. 
 
Small School Size 
 The small school size has played an important role at HCSN.  As the network has 
grown, this key feature has been consistently planned, and implemented.  In the school’s 
prospectus it states the importance of the small school size four different times: 
The success of HCSN has been due in part to its small size (with no more than 
150 students per cluster); we believe that students learn best when they feel safe 
and have a sense of belonging to a community. Research supports the belief that 
small schools are more conducive to student achievement. 
 
The school will enroll 400 students, with fewer than 150 students per cluster, 
enabling heads and faculty to know students and families well enough to meet the 
individual needs of each child as specified in our school mission.  
 
This enrollment plan ultimately organizes students in clusters of grades, with no 
more than 150 students per cluster headed by a school leader. A relatively low 




student cluster and allows for close communication with parents. By adding one 
grade each year following the initial opening with 120 students in three grades, 
the school will gradually expand, allowing adequate time to reconfigure staffing 
and facilities.  
 
The HCSN network considers the head of school to be the instructional leader. 
Because school levels (K1-1, 2-5, 6-8 in each school) are limited to fewer than 
150 students each and because management support is provided to free heads of 
schools from unrelated but necessary administrative tasks, our school heads are 
able to focus almost exclusively on classroom instruction and teacher, student, 
and parent relationships. 
 
The small school size helps to ensure that the Head of School and teachers intimately 
know each student and family within the school.  Staff at all HCSN schools noted the 
importance of the small school model in the success of the schools.  When asked how 
important the small school size is, one leader stated: 
Actually I think that's very important.  I think you have got to be thoughtful like 
for example in our charters we are always thinking about the size of that waitlist 
being over a thousand for each school.  But then we're wondering what’s the 
tipping point to be able to meet the needs of every one of your learner's?  In 
reducing that student to teacher ratio we can individualize and differentiate as 
much as possible to really promote student growth.  I also think it's very important 
even in the leadership model to be thoughtful about the hierarchy of leadership 
and how that translates to how many students you are responsible for because I do 
think it's really important for instructional leader to know their kids intimately. 
 
The importance of the small size was a factor in one teacher’s decision to work at HCSN.  
She was hired at the beginning of replication to work at one of the outlet schools.  She 
explained:  “I liked that it was a smaller mom and pop charter school because it didn’t 
seem quite as like uniform and big as some other ones.”  The topic came up again in an 
interview with a different school leader.  When asked if the school was a welcoming 




do with this: 
Response:  [Yes].  I think because we’re small that’s definitely part of it.  And 
because the open door policy here where parents will pop in and either I’m here 
or my ops manager is there.  We’re always there to answer the phone calls, 
parents you know, we want them here for conferences and for checking in.  
Teachers are making phone calls all of the time. 
 
A teacher at Delta also noted the importance of the small school size in allowing staff 
members to know the students and to provide suggestions in how best to support 
students: 
But there’s a lot of camaraderie.  You know we see each other we know that other 
person, we know we can trust them, we know we can say things about a student or 
whatever, ask they for advise and they’ll give it to us.  And it’s small enough 
school that other teachers know who you’re talking about.  
 
It is important to note that research on small school size has been mixed.  Research cited 
by HCSN finds a positive effect (Cotton, 1996).  While work done by the Gates 
Foundation found little to no impact on schools (Strauss, 2014).   
 Class sizes are also kept small within the schools.  The two replicated schools 
have two classes per grade level with twenty students in each class.  The hub school has 
expanded over time to the current 400-student maximum so some grade levels have two 
classes of twenty to twenty-five students and other grade levels have one class of twenty 
to twenty five students.  In staff surveys, staff members from all three of the schools cited 
the small school size as one reason they felt the culture supported good learning.  One 
staff member responded: “For most students, yes.  We differentiate class work and meet 
students where they’re at academically and we are able to have small group instruction. “  




class sizes.”   
 Parents also consistently commented on the positive impact of the small school 
size and the small class sizes.  Parents from all three schools commented on the size in 
survey responses.  When asked “What do you like about the school?” responses included: 
“What I like about the school is the attention to detail for each student.”  “They have a 
learning environment that feels safe and like at home.”  “The classes have decent number 
of students and at least one and a half teachers.  The interaction between student and 
teachers is wonderful.  Also the teachers at the school tend to understand each and every 
students needs and wants.”  “The student to teacher ratio is great.  It enables the teacher 
to meet each and every students’ needs.”  Another parent commented with more detail:  
The small size and ‘wraparound’ nature of the teachers often serving as after 
school enrichment leaders.  The size of the school meant that my children were 
already known to many of their teaches as they moved up, simply by participating 
in afterschool activities, so the learning curve was shorter for both child and 
teacher and strong relationships were developed. 
 
The small school size was also a reason for why some parents choose the school for their 
child.  When asked: “Why did you choose this school?” responses included: “I only heard 
positive feedback since they were born, from one of the doctors.  I love the small classes 
and more focus on the kids.”  “Curriculum, structure, smaller classes, test scores.”  “The 
student to teacher ratio is good.  There is opportunity for one on one help if needed and 
that my child has a safe environment to learn and grow in.”  The small school size has 
continued to play an important role at HCSN schools.  The network has made it a goal to 
maintain this structure through replication and it is continuing to be achieved.  Whether 




is mixed (Cotton, 1996; Strauss, 2014).  What does matter is that stakeholders at HCSN 
from staff to leadership to parents, believes the school size is a positive and important 
feature. 
 Two comments stood out in contrast to the mostly positive input on the school 
size.  These comments point out that although the schools themselves have remained 
small, the network has grown and that has had an impact, particularly on staffing.  One 
staff member and one parent noted that as the organization has grown, the small school 
feel has been lost to some degree.  When asked about replication, one staff member 
stated:   
I think it's really hard to do right and I think part of what made HCSN so 
successful was that it was so small and like I said you got really good people and 
you kept those people.  I mean look at the upper school right?  Those people have 
been there forever and the bigger you get the more you need to rely on young, 
inexperienced teachers who one probably don't necessarily want to really be in 
Houston.  Two they’re sort of using it as a stepping-stone to like go somewhere 
else, and they’re inexperienced. They don’t’ really know what they're doing and 
those are the people that turn over and turn over such a big problem and so I think 
replication and turnover go hand-in-hand and the more you replicate and the 
bigger you get the more turnover is the problem and that is a huge issue. 
 
One parent also commented on the changes since the network has opened two additional 
schools: “It has also changed substantially in how it ‘feels’ since Teach for America has 
become the standard-hire in recruiting new teachers rather than developing and recruiting 
teachers with a formal background and degree in education or a related field, and some 
solid experience in the classroom.”  It should be noted that these were the only two 
comments on how network growth has impacted the original hub school.  Both comments 




of growing as a network has been finding, developing, and keeping strong, effective 
teachers at each of the three schools.  In the next section I will discuss the ways in which 
the teaching model at HCSN has evolved throughout the replication process.   
 
Teaching Model  
 The classroom teacher model at HCSN has had to adapt and change as the 
network has expanded.  Prior to replication, the hub school had two full-time teachers co-
teaching in every classroom in grades kindergarten one (pre-k) through grade six.  Grades 
seven and eight were and continue to be departmentalized.  The original co-teaching 
model ensured that two qualified teachers taught together in each classroom.  According 
to the application prospectus, the intent was to continue with this model through 
replication.  The prospectus describes the co-teaching model twice: “Two highly 
qualified teachers are assigned to each classroom and each classroom contains no more 
than 24 students. Classes are self-contained for grade K1-6” and again: “Two teachers 
teach self-contained classes for grades K-6; Grades 7 and 8 are departmentalized, with 
students moving to Math, English, Social Studies and Science.”  In interviews and survey 
results, most staff members noted that co-teaching is one of the most important features 
of the school.  When asked if they were happy at their current school, four different 
teachers from each of the three schools cited the co-teaching model as part of the reason 
in their decision to work at their current school.  One teacher noted specifically: “I value 
the co-teaching model and feel that we truly teach each individual student and can target 




me and I am very glad I was hired to work so closely with other teachers.” 
 Parents also find the co-teaching model a key feature of the school.  When asked 
why they chose the school one parent wrote: “We chose this school because there were 
two teachers in each classroom, especially in the K1-first grade classrooms.  This helps 
with the individualization for each student.”  Another parent answered why they like the 
school: “The classes have a decent number of students and at least one and a half 
teachers.  The interaction between the student and teachers is wonderful.  Also the 
teachers at the school [sic] tend to understand each and every students’ needs and wants.”  
Co-teaching has been an important feature of the HCSN model.  However, as the network 
has grown, co-teaching has been modified in classrooms across each cohort.   
 All three schools continue to have two staff members in every classroom for 
grades kindergarten one (pre-K), kindergarten, first, and second.  However, most of the 
classrooms in this band now have one qualified teacher and a teaching fellow.  The 
network works with a local college to have teaching fellows that are current master’s 
students complete their year of teaching practicum as a full-time teacher.  Some of the 
fellows have undergraduate experience in education and some do not.  In addition, the 
network operator, The Porter House also began a fellowship program.  This program 
recruits teachers who may not yet have a MA license but have some education 
experience, either from out of state or in an undergraduate program.  The Porter House 
fellowship again pairs the non-licensed teacher with a licensed classroom teacher for a 
school year.  Both of the fellowship programs are one year, although with The Porter 




that at least half the teaching staff in these early grades is planned to turn over each 
school year.  One early learning center leader explained the challenges of this new model 
and the impact of the turnover from this model:   
The K1 and K2 teachers with the fellows, it’s hard because every year they’re 
getting a new teacher.  So every year 50% of my teachers are turning over, which 
is hard.  You’re starting over again and you’re trying to teach them the rules, the 
routines and it’s really hard with the consistency.   
 
Another leader explained some of the challenges:   
For my veteran staff members, most of them have worked together, so they’ve 
established that relationship and have worked through any sorts of conflicts or 
that sort of thing so that’s a nicely established team.  I’ve had some veteran staff 
members who have been in the cycle of getting someone new to work with every 
year so that’s kind of hard to start at the beginning right away and adjust to 
someone new, but by now in the school year [March] everything is working out 
and they’re adjusting pretty well together.   
 
Co-teaching at the grade two through five lower school level has also changed during the 
course of replications.  Instead of two full time teachers in each classroom, there is now 
one full time teacher and what is called a “swing teacher” who moves between two 
classrooms at each grade level.  When asked what a key feature of the school is one 
teacher at this cohort spoke about the changes in the model:  “Like when we used to have 
co-teaching, like just straight up like co-teaching that was amazing.  When you had the 
two teachers in the classroom together all the time that just made such a difference 
compared to now with one teacher going back and forth.”  However, the same teacher 
also noted that there are some benefits to the change in the swing teacher model: 
I mean I’m getting paid more, which is great.  There are benefits.  I mean I do like 
being the sole person in charge at times but at the same time to have someone else 




not necessary as someone who comes and goes is important.  You can both do 
stuff in the classroom and there are two eyes to see things.  I just think it was an 
amazing feature of the school that’s maybe getting a little bit lost.   
 
Interviewer: Is the swing teacher still a good feature to have? 
 
Yes.  I wouldn’t not have that because she is there to take the small group in 
reading, she is there for the math small groups.  I think you wouldn’t be able to do 
as much differentiation without having that swing teacher there.  I mean it helps 
so much to have less kids in your group.  Yeah I wouldn’t want her to go away for 
sure.  And if you’re absent, someone is there who knows everything.  That creates 
ease. 
 
When speaking to a veteran teacher at the hub school’s upper school he discussed the 
potential for changes in the co-teaching model at that level as the schools continue to 
expand:   
But I understand in the lower school they have some, they’ve had three teachers 
for two classrooms and they’re sharing one person.  So that’s changing for us too.  
But I think the upper school is really trying to avoid that.  But it does happen. I 
mean we have a math teacher in seventh and eight grade and we have two ELA 
teachers and one teaches seventh and one teaches eighth.  We have a science 
teacher and they help each other out.  They’re a team but they’re not two people 
in each class all the time.   
 
As the outlet schools are still continue to grow to full capacity in the 2019-2020 school 
year, the model may continue to change and develop.  As the network grows, so too does 
the cost for maintaining two teachers in every classroom.  The financial burden of co-
teaching is a big one.  One veteran staff member described the financial challenges of 
having two teachers in every classroom: 
Obviously there’s a cost to having two people in the room and the more 
experienced they are the more they cost because you pay more for a teacher who 
has more experience.  We all get a cost of living raise and that amounts up over a 





When asked why the model has changed over time, one leadership member explained: 
I think unfortunately, over time you have to make certain cost-cutting measures 
without sacrificing the quality of the education of the students that you have.  For 
example something like the advent of computerized tests and also thinking about 
21st century schools for kids to have access to the one-to-one ratio of Chrome 
Books and if you're making that choice it’s also wanting to keep quality teachers.  
With our budget model, certain choices were made while we kept for example 
two teachers for every classroom in K through two.  We are actually partnering 
with a local college to take brand new people trained to be teachers at a cheaper 
cost so that we can front end paying more to quality teachers who were the main 
teachers.  As well as in charter at the third and fourth and fifth and sixth grade 
level we are now going to a three team model so that you have one core teacher 
and one swing teacher.  What does that mean?  It means that not every class of 
math or ELA is co-taught so you have to be really thoughtful with regards to your 
scheduling and the use of human resources; like using a generalist to make those 
choices.  But what that has afforded us is to be more competitive to keep our more 
veteran staff and teachers.  So there's a Ying and a Yang to it. 
 
The network has tried to maintain a co-teaching model to some degree at each grade 
level, but with the cost of opening two additional schools this has had to be adjusted over 
time.   
 Teacher retention is a challenge at HCSN.  There have been a number of teachers 
leaving each year through the replication process.  It is difficult to say if this is a result of 
replication or if this was the case prior to replication.  The only annual report available 
prior to replication is the 2011-2012.  In the 2011-2012 report 19% (8 out of 41) teachers 
left the hub school at the end of the school year.  It is also interesting to note that in the 
first year of replication 34% (17 out of 49) staff members left the hub school while 17% 
(3 out of 17) and 12% (2 out of 16) teachers left the outlet schools at the end of the school 
year.  This is a significantly larger percentage at the hub school than at the outlet schools 




school was moved to help support the continued growth at the outlet schools.  It should 
be noted that with the new model of co-teaching described above, a certain amount of 
turn over is built into the system with the teaching fellows.  According to the 2016-2017 
annual report, 29% (17 out of 57) of teachers at the hub school left at the end of the 
school year.  At the two outlet schools 23% (8 out of 34) and 18% (7 out of 38) of 
teachers left at the end of the school year.  Table 2 below shows teacher turnover for the 
past five years within the network schools. 
Table 2. Teacher Turnover Over Time 
2011-2012 
 Number as of the last 
day of school year 
Departures at the end of the 
school year 
Hub School 41 8 
Outlet 1 NA NA 
Outlet 2 NA NA 
2012–2013  
Hub School 49 17 
Outlet 1 17 3 
Outlet 2 16 2 
2013-2014 
Hub School 52 4 
Outlet 1 26 7 
Outlet 2 26 11 
2014-2015 
Hub School 58 12 
Outlet 1 31 7 
Outlet 2 31 12 
2015-2016 
Hub School 60 12 
Outlet 1 30 6 
Outlet 2 35 7 
2016-2017 
Hub School 57 17 
Outlet 1 34 8 




During an interview with a teacher at Beta, she commented on teacher turnover while 
answering the question “Do you enjoy working here?”: 
Yeah.  I mean I’ve stayed there for 5 years so if I didn’t over all enjoy it, I 
wouldn’t keep coming back.  I mean I love the kids.  That’s the number one 
reason.  I love seeing my old kids in the hallway.  I think they love seeing me that 
I’m still there.  They’re really sad when teachers leave and they’re always like 
“why does everyone leave?” and I’m just like I don’t know.  I’m still here.  I think 
the piece of longevity is important for them, too.  And I think it’s special that I’m 
still there and they’ll see me and that bond is there. 
 
Another teacher at Delta commented on teachers leaving: 
I also heard a lot of people are quitting so starting over again, that’s not good.  I 
think it’s really hard to create a really good environment in a school if teachers 
are just constantly turning over.  Not that I have a solution for that or blame them 
for that.  It’s like if I know who teaches fourth grade and I can tell them this is 
what you need to watch out for, this is what you can do.  I can tell second grade, 
this is what third graders need to work on coming in and they should hit more of 
this in second grade.  There’s just a better flow happening. 
 
A teacher at Gamma noted that the leadership turnover at that school had something to do 
with the number of staff that left that school: 
I can say a lot of Gamma teachers were, I'm not sure why some of the Beta 
teachers left as well.  I think a lot of Gamma teachers were frustrated with not 
having a head of school.  So my first year James hired a head of school who then 
decided it wasn't the right fit for them and then he was waiting to hire another 
person who good fit and didn't end up hiring one so we went a whole year with 
like Diane as the Beta head of school being acting head of school for Gamma.  
Well technically James was Gamma’s acting head of school but he was like a 
businessperson and worked at the business office so he tried really hard but wasn't 
familiar with working with kids.  And then Diane was like trying to do double 
jobs so I think people were frustrated and I think that some people moved away, 
that was another factor.  Then I think last year a lot of people waited to see.  Like 
this year we have three of the four second grade teachers leaving and at least one 
of the 4th grade teachers leaving and like maybe one more maybe a third grade 
teacher.  So I think it's like largely because people feel like they are not sure that 




network is like treating, like they don't feel that the network like values teachers 
like at the core of it or trusts their teachers to make decisions. 
 
When asked if teachers are happy working at Gamma, another teacher stated: 
I think some who are, those who are happy are those who take initiative and if 
they need something done we'll go do it.   And I think there are a lot of people 
who are not happy and I would say for evidence for that I was quite taken aback 
when I realized how many people are leaving this year.  I know that happens at 
charter schools. Unfortunately, people come and go, which is a big reason a lot of 
people, criticize charter schools but I think they all weren't happy and I think part 
of their reasoning is valid. 
 
When asked why teachers were leaving, staff had several different explanations for why 
this might be occurring.  At Gamma reasons revolved around some of the leadership 
challenges: 
I think a lot of them are unhappy because it seems like nothing is getting done.  
Like I said it seems like we have to go through like two people to get a final 
answer and it takes a little time and it's from people who don't work at the school 
or who aren't in the school physically and I also think they don't feel really 
appreciated.  Which is something I'm going to try to do a little more of next year.  
Do an actual teacher appreciation week among us and get the kids in on it.  
Something because I just I don't think they feel appreciated and they do a lot of 
work. 
 
At Beta and Delta, reasons were less about leadership and more about the amount of 
compensation for teachers.  One teacher responded: 
Interviewer:  It’s interesting because you say it’s a really positive place.  You said 
in general, people are happy to be there but turnover is high.  Why do you think 
that is? 
 
Response:  I mean there are still a lot of things that people complain about.  Like 
on the daily. 
 





Response: I think one obvious reason is pay.  For sure. 
 
Interviewer:  What about the pay? 
 
Response: That there’s no scale and it’s not clear and they can kind of do 
whatever they want and they’re going to do whatever they want to do and you 
don’t know how much your raise is going to be because there’s nothing.  Which 
we’ve been talking about for years.  You’ve got to have a scale.  Everyone would 
know what he or she will make and there’d be no question.  But it’s just like…I 
mean on the one side you can negotiate which can be positive.  On the other side, 
you might not get anything so like I don’t know if that’s the best model for them.  
I think pay is a huge reason that people leave.  We have to make enough money to 
live and I know sometimes teachers talk about what they make and I know they 
low-ball people and pretty much try to suck you dry.  Which is not in their best 
interest.  That’s hard. 
 
Another teacher also spoke about the compensation piece.  When asked about why people 
leave she responded: 
It’s the million-dollar question.  A lot of people say like the commutes too long or 
like Boston pays better.   Public schools pay better.  The day is shorter.  The 
summer is longer.  I don't think that's most of it. I think pay is big.  I think 
location is big.  It's a lot of young people so a lot of people live in the city and 
you’ve got to be committed to go up here, you have to have a car, you have to be 
committed to commuting.  That sucks and you're not getting paid as much so 
that's a lot of it.   And also too again we haven't had enough time to develop that 
like this is a place where you teach for life.  You know what I mean?   When I 
started working at HCSN I was like oh my God I'm so lucky I got in here.  I'm so 
lucky I got this job. Everyone is so competent.  Everybody knows what he or she 
is doing.  Everyone's been here a long time and I felt like a chosen person.  I don't 
feel that exists because it just hasn't been around long enough. 
 
When asked about replication and if HCSN should open additional schools, one staff 
member felt that it was not in the best interest of the network to open more schools at this 
point.  He related it back to the struggles with teacher turnover: 
I think it's really hard to do right and I think part of what made HCSN so 
successful was that it was so small and like I said like you got really good people 




have been there forever and the bigger you get the more you need to rely on 
young, inexperienced teachers who one probably don't necessarily want to really 
be in Houston, two they’re sort of using it as a stepping stone to like go 
somewhere else, two they’re inexperienced.  They don’t really know what they're 
doing and those are the people that turn over and turn over such a big problem and 
so I think replication and turnover go hand-in-hand and the more you replicate 
and the bigger you get the more turnover is the problem and that is a huge issue.  
 
 In addition to the turn over, some teacher attrition has been due to changes in 
roles within the network.  HCSN makes it a point to promote from within when possible.  
This has also had a large impact on the hub school because a number of teachers from the 
hub school have been moved to be founding teachers at one of the outlet schools or they 
have moved into leadership roles at the outlet schools.  One network leader spoke about 
the challenges in balancing staff movement within the network:   
I do think it was done thoughtfully.   I mean obviously it was by choice you know 
part of it was that we were taking staff to go into the leadership ranks, which was 
understood.  But secondly I think it was done thoughtful but I do think there was 
an underestimation of the impact it would have on the mother school by pulling 
certain people all at one time.   
 
Interviewer:  And what do you think that impact has been? 
 
Response:  At the beginning it was just realizing the really quick turnaround of 
having to bring new teachers up to speed and just how valuable it was to have 
those veteran teachers and how it resulted in peer modeling with others as well as 
the student achievement.  That was hard. 
 
Interviewer:   And do you think that it's impacted Delta in a positive or negative 
way? 
 
Response: I think it's hard to say that and I'll tell you why.  Right now we took 
two of our teachers at the upper school [and moved them to leadership roles at the 
outlet schools].  The jury is out.   In thinking about this process over five years 
and year-by-year I think the jury's out.  I definitely think the lower school suffered 
student achievement and resources and time.  
 




78% meeting or exceeding expectations while in 2017 they had 64%.  Similarly in math, 
Delta had 77% meeting or exceeding expectations in 2012 and in 2017, 66% of students 
met or exceeding expectations.  Specifically, the grade four scores have significantly 
changed.  In 2017, the grade four meeting or exceeding expectations percentage for ELA 
was 43% while in 2012 it was at 78% and in math, the meeting or exceeding percentage 
for 2017 was 43% and in 2012 it was at 63%.  This is a big change over time and as the 
interviewee stated above “the jury’s out” on how replication has impacted the original 
hub school because replication is still occurring. 
 As the schools continue to grow, lessons are still being learned.  Things within the 
network have had to adjust and change due to time and financial needs.  These changes 
have some seen and some unforeseen consequences.  MCAS scores at data have gone 
down in the 2016-2017 school year.  It is difficult to say whether teacher turnover had a 
great impact on this but research does suggest teacher turnover negatively impacts 
student achievement (Ronfeldt, Loeb, Wyckoff, 2013).  HCSN has made some 
adjustments to address this by increasing salaries for veterans with changes to the co-
teaching model; but this has not been enough to keep teachers at HCSN.  
 
Differentiation 
 Teachers and leaders at all three schools often spoke about differentiation as 
another key feature of the HCSN model.  Differentiation can often be confused with 
modifications and/or accommodations.  Differentiation refers to adjusting instruction for 




delivers it in a different way or repeats the content.  Tomlinson (2014) presents one of the 
most cited explanations of differentiation.  Tomlinson suggested that teachers should 
adjust the curriculum, process, resources, required learning activities, and pupils’ 
outcomes according to students’ readiness, interests, and learning profile.  In contrast, 
accommodations are extra supports provided to students with disabilities or English 
Language Learners.  Accommodations are intended to even the playing field for students 
with disabilities so they can be successful in school.   
 A modification changes what the student is taught or expected to learn.  The 
HCSN network spends time explaining and developing an understanding of the 
difference between these three terms during the summer orientation and training for 
leaders and teachers.  Both teachers and leaders within the network participated in 
activities defining and sorting the different types of differentiation, accommodations, and 
modification that could and should happen in classrooms.   The three-hour session also 
provided staff time to practice incorporating the three supports into an actual lesson plan, 
with a strong focus on how to differentiate the lesson for three different levels of students 
(above grade-level, on grade-level, and below grade-level).  The prioritizing of this 
subject during the pre-school year orientation helps to ensure staff members understand 
the importance of differentiation at HCSN schools.  This work is followed up throughout 
the school year through Head of School lesson plan review.  Head of Schools provided 
weekly feedback to teachers on their lesson plans.  The extent of this, like many other 
things at HCSN, depends on the Head of School’s strength in this area. 




differentiation is to the success of the schools.  When asked what features are really 
important to the school, a teacher at Beta stated: 
I think differentiation.  When we used to have co-teaching, just straight up like 
co-teaching that was amazing.  When you had the 2 teachers in the classroom 
together all the time that just made such a difference compared to now with 1 
teacher going back and forth. 
 
In all interviews, differentiation with co-teaching was cited as an important aspect to 
HCSN’s success.  Getting staff to specifically name what differentiation is was more 
challenging (research also suggests this is true in other school settings) (Tomlinson 
2014).  In all three schools I observed smaller groups working with a separate teacher at 
various points during lessons.  During an observation at Delta, I observed four different 
classrooms each with a small group lesson occurring simultaneously to the larger group 
lesson.  In one brightly lit classroom, the teacher warmly invited the students to the back 
table, where she instructed the group on how to round using a number line.  She 
explained: “When you see a number five or more you know you round up.”  This was 
almost identical to what the other teacher had said to the larger group just six minutes 
prior: “Five or more we round up.”  This did not appear to be differentiated work, but the 
instruction was at a slightly slower, staggered pace.  The students pulled to the back table 
were the students who had produced no response on their Chrome Book to the initial 
problem the teacher called the “PST” (problem solving task).  The teacher teaching the 
larger group observed the students’ progress from a separate laptop and called those 
specific students to the back table with the other teacher.  




different groups teaching completely different aims.  One teacher rotated between two 
small groups working on elapsed time while the other teacher rotated between two other 
groups working on finding the area of a shaded shape.  The other students worked 
independently on a worksheet with mixed question items including elapsed time and area.  
When I briefly asked the teachers about the instruction during the block, they explained 
that they almost always teach their math block this way in smaller groups.  They told me 
sometimes the aim is the same for the separate lessons and sometimes it is different, 
depending on what the data from benchmarks and exit tickets is telling them the students 
need.  They explained this model of instruction really helped them to address students’ 
individual needs. 
 During my several observations at Gamma I saw one example of a small group 
being taken for “differentiated instruction.”  This was in a grade three reading lesson and 
the swing teacher took a group of five students out to a separate space for their 
instruction.  The work for the lesson was the same for both groups; they both read a text 
about Harriet Tubman.  I was not able to decipher what was different between the two 
lessons other than the size of the group and the teacher instructing them.   
 During an interview with a network leadership member, I asked what 
differentiation meant to the network and whether it was an important feature of the 
schools.  She replied: 
I do think it’s very important.  I think there is a whole idea of why you do data 
and why we go to the benchmark system to do real-time adjustments to the 
curriculum.  But that doesn't mean it is the adjustment for everybody.  You think 
structural core but when you think intervention with something discreet like math 
you know that intervention block with ten kids may need long division and eight 




grow and help them develop and you need to have the agility and flexibility and 
the nimbleness to be able to do that.  I also think as you move to the advent of the 
changing end zone in the state with regards to new standard and a new test and a 
new mode it's just really important to be able to unpack what the baseline is but 
the kiddos might need to be scaffold down and build them up before they get 
there. 
 
In our discussion about differentiation, this leader made sure to note that charter schools 
do not cherry pick students, but have students at varying levels of achievement accepted 
through the lottery.  I began by asking whether she believed differentiation is done 
successfully across the network.  She replied:  
Overall yes.  I think there are always those [who say] particularly at the charter 
level…  We do not cherry pick.  We have a lottery.  People may say we cherry 
pick but I can identify in each school a randomized group and grade level and 
subject that are struggling mightily based on population and so that's where I'm 
still trying to tease out what the appropriate differentiation would be.  I’ve got a 
group in seventh grade that are going into eighth! (Laughing). 
 
 When I asked about differentiation in my interviews, I found that this, like many 
other features at each school, had a lot to do with the different leaders at each building.  
When asked if differentiation looks the same in all schools this was the response I got 
from a network leader: 
No.  Differentiation in Beta has a system to it.   I can't quite explain the system, 
Diane has developed it in an artful way based on how she taught and it works well 
for them.  But basically they take their class work and they either scaffold and or 
modify it based off of the kids they know they have in the groups. Diane also 
worked it so that she changed her schedule sometime in February based off of the 
needs of the kids and actually made it so that their math block was at the exact 
same time so that the super outliers of very low kids could be pulled from both 





I asked the leader to explain what differentiation looks like at Gamma or Delta and she 
responded: 
Gamma it's very teacher driven and those two teachers worked really hard to 
basically juggle groups to meet all of their kids needs.  It looks like the idea of 
centers without ever calling it centers and they would circle through groups of 
kids pretty fast.  Once it went computerized and they could monitor the kids’ 
responses on the computers to see all the time like who was getting multiple in a 
row wrong and they would call them up into a group fast.  So it was very fluid.   It 
almost, I would almost call it chaotic except that both the teachers and the kids 
were calm but it's a system that to me would be chaotic.  I would execute it 
chaotically.  Um, at Delta I think that they came up with two different systems 
because the teacher teaches two math classes, one to 4A and one to 4B.   And in 
4A there was a group of really low kids and they got pulled and the rest of the 
kids just stayed altogether and someone was able to float and meet all of their 
needs.  But 4B had just such a widespread of super, super high kids and super low 
kids that they actually created two separate classes where they would do the PST 
together and then after the discussion they would break up and one teacher would 
take one group of kids and the other teacher would take the other two groups of 
kids.  One of those groups was basically very low to medium low or medium 
grade level and the other one is medium grade level to on grade level and they 
took the high kids and split them up into 2 groups.  So doing it that way it's 
basically the high kids were either super independent or they could elevate the 
conversation so that's why they like split them up instead of putting them all in 
one. 
 
Teachers at all three schools described differentiation with varying degrees of 
explanation.  One teacher at Delta’s lower school stated:  
We track weaknesses and strengths and we have lots of mini-groups that we’ll 
arrange.  I have groups of kids that after a lesson I do practice MCAS quizzes 
every week and I watch kids that don’t do well and I’ll pull them to a mini-group 
in the afternoon and I’ll have them work on that kind of thing.   
 
A teacher at Gamma lower school explained differentiation this way: 
So our math groups are always differentiated.  Our three rotations, they’re split by 
grade level so we have a below or lower level and on level and an on or above 
grade level group and I’ll teach the same lesson but sometimes I will teach them 




digits for the low group and three digits for the high group or sometimes we use 
manipulatives for the lower group.  In ELA sometimes we’ll add supports or 
scaffolds to their class work before we give it to them or sometimes if the teacher 
is pulling a lower group then they'll just have those scaffolds on the whiteboard 
for those students.  In ELA, they also have the summary cards, which we only use 
for lower groups pretty much and we do vocabulary power points with all the 
students but we use the tier three vocabulary for our tier three academic students.  
So we use the like extra vocabulary words that are similar words like my group 
would know but my co-teacher's group doesn't know.  
 
While a teacher at Beta’s lower school described it this way: 
Yeah, the swing teacher comes in during math rotations and the para does as well 
so there’s really someone at every station with them.  I feel like the math block is 
so broke down and so many things are differentiated.  They have differentiated 
goal work, through my formative assessment.  And they have differentiated 
independent work.  And you’re differentiating the lesson that you’re teaching.  I 
don’t really feel like the intervention is needed as much.  I didn’t think it was 
worth giving up independent reading for 4 days of math intervention with how 
much it’s differentiated each day. 
 
Another teacher at Beta’s ELC explained differentiation: 
So once we have our data from STEP, MAP, formative assessment, the teachers 
are creating action plans and then they’re constantly adjusting them as needed and 
then based off of the data and action planning, they’re lesson planning.  That’s 
especially helpful for the small group instruction, guided reading.  I mean 
sometimes the amount of differentiation that goes into some classrooms is 
just...it’s crazy.  So it’s put on the teachers to make and obviously adjust their 
lessons accordingly but also the materials, just constantly in a constant cycle. 
 
Interviewer:  Would you say students are grouped for differentiation for 
homogeneous or heterogeneous groups or how do the groups typically look?  
 
Response:  Um…it depends.  So if they’re doing work together or they want 
partner work or small group work where they need a higher level kid to help out 
so they’ll definitely consider that but in terms of like guided reading or the small 
group instruction they definitely make sure that the kids are grouped based on the 
data and hopefully they’re all at a similar level. 
 




describes the importance of data in deciding who and what to teach. 
 I wanted to know how teachers decide what to differentiate and for who.  When 
asked about this, one school leader explained: “[We use] data driven instruction that 
teases out the strengths and weaknesses of a whole group and certain smaller groups, and 
being able to work as a team to unpack the needs for all individual students.”  The data 
being referred to is from formative assessment data collected from daily exit tickets, 
which teachers must log each week and from the network’s benchmark testing.  HCSN 
has an internal benchmark system that it implements three times a year prior to the state 
MCAS test in all testing grades.  The data from the benchmark tests is analyzed at the 
network and school level.  From there, action plans are created for the grade level, 
classroom, and individual student level.  During one of the planning meetings at Beta, I 
observed the leader and grade four team discussing the results from the previous 
benchmark.  During this meeting, the Head of School reviewed with teachers what 
students would need to include in order to score a five or six (out of six) on the narrative 
writing task.  The Head of School explained: “Make sure they logically provide text 
evidence and stay true to the story and that point of view.”  A teacher asked if she should 
provide sentence starters for students who scored a zero or one (out of six) on the 
narrative writing tasks.  The Head of School responded by noting that they could do that 
and “you will need to differentiate for each group.  Some groups will be ready to write a 
full paragraph and some students are just working on writing a sentence that answers the 
question.”  The Head of School then went on to model how teachers could teach the 




with.  Teachers took notes throughout this model lesson with the implication that they 
would execute the lesson similarly the following week.  Following the planning meeting I 
asked both the Head of School and the teachers (separately) if and why this planning 
meeting was important to the instruction in the classroom.  The Head of School 
explained: “It’s so important.   I mean as a leader I need to show teachers that I also do 
the work I expect of them as far as analyzing data and differentiating.”  One of the 
teachers noted: “When Diane shows us how to differentiate it’s so much more helpful 
than just talking about it.  It helps me to like know how to teach the lesson.  It’s so 
helpful.”  Based on observations and interviews, I believe some level of data analysis 
does occur at each school with each leader, but the structure and focus on differentiation 
is different from leader to leader.  (Please note I was not able to observe a data meeting at 
Gamma due to timing constraints.) 
 I observed one other leader at Delta run a planning meeting on data analysis but it 
was run very differently from the meeting at Beta.  The meeting occurred in June and was 
based off of the grade two end of year benchmark (this is not a state MCAS testing 
grade).  The work in this planning meeting was focused around lager, grade-level 
curriculum changes and did not discuss differentiation.  Some of the discussion included 
the amount of non-fiction text that students were required to read and analyze.  One 
teacher suggested purchasing a subscription to Time for Kids next year in order to expose 
the students to more non-fiction texts.  The meeting did not address differentiation at any 
point and it was much more teacher led than the observed meeting at Beta.   




feedback and coaching conversations, teachers are frequently getting the message that 
they need to differentiation instruction.  Similar to many schools, this can look very 
different from school to school, leader to leader, classroom to classroom and teacher to 
teacher.  What is clear from this study is that adjusting curriculum based on students’ 
needs is taken very seriously at the network level at HCSN.   
 
Building Space 
 The building space at each school is unique to the school and cluster itself.  
Charter schools in Massachusetts are required to fund their own building space.  The city 
does not provide the school with the needed facility.  This can create challenges for 
schools looking to expand in a relatively short amount of time.  HCSN hub school 
consists of three unique buildings, one for each cluster.   
 Delta’s early learning center (ELC) is in an old library building complete with a 
giant winding staircase in the middle.  The classrooms are relatively large and have large 
windows allowing for plenty of natural light.  Delta’s lower school is in a more 
traditional school space that was once a small Catholic school.  Delta’s upper school is 
housed in an old Victorian home that had been the nun’s house while the Catholic school 
was in operation.  The classrooms at the upper school are small and intimate and this 
helps to create a community feel to the school. 
 The two outlet schools have moved several times as they have expanded over the 
past five years.  The early learning center of both outlet schools is located together in one 




to six windows, allowing for plenty of natural light.  Within each classroom, the walls are 
off-white with one accent wall painted a pastel shade of either: purple, orange or green.  
Small tables with blue chairs are spread out across each classroom and each room has a 
rug large enough to fit the entire class.  The Heads of School within Gamma and Beta’s 
ELC are in constant contact with one another.  Their offices are a few hundred feet from 
one another and they frequently check-in when making decisions.  Both early learning 
centers had a small, warm, community feel to them. 
 The building spaces for Beta and Gamma’s lower schools could not be more 
different from one another.  Beta’s lower school is located in a medium sized old school 
building.  The outside looks like a more traditional school space, while the inside has 
been updated somewhat.  The space consists of three floors with the cafeteria, special 
education offices, and some break out spaces located in the basement floor.  Grades two 
and three are located on the first floor next to the Head of School and operations 
manager’s offices.  The third floor currently houses grades four, five, and six.  Beyond 
this year’s replication (2017-2018), there is question as to whether this building can 
continue to support grade seven and eight in the upcoming years.  Similarly to the early 
learning center building, the classrooms at Beta’s lower school are painted off-white with 
an accent wall.  Each classroom has three to four large windows.  In addition, some 
classrooms have a smaller space built within the classroom to allow for break out space 
with a small group.   
 Gamma’s current lower school is a non-traditional school setting.  Due to the 




lower school to the third floor of an old mill building.  The outside of the building is large 
and slightly un-welcoming.  There is a large parking lot in front of a five-story old mill 
space.  The building is shared by several other businesses including a daycare, a social 
security office, and a medical facility.  Students walk into the school through a side 
entrance and head up three flights of stairs to enter the school itself.  Once inside, the 
school space is beautifully renovated.  The classrooms are very spacious and each room 
has floor to ceiling windows on one wall.  The classrooms are located on the outside 
perimeter of the floor, while the inside of the square contains six different offices, a 
conference room, and two small break out spaces.  The Head of School’s office is just 
past the front office with the operations manager.  I did not see the Head of School during 
any of my observations at Gamma.  Two different staff members told me on two different 
occasions that the head of school was helping to de-escalate a student who was having a 
challenging day.   
 Gamma’s lower school has had many challenges with the transition to the mill 
building.  In addition to leadership turnover, the school was moved three times over the 
course of three years due to building space constraints.  The school was originally located 
within the ELC building of Gamma.  It then moved for one school year to Beta’s lower 
school location, until moving again the following year to the current mill space.  In parent 
surveys, there were several comments on the building space at Gamma: “I don’t like that 
the school changed locations a few times in the last few years.”  “[I don’t like] that it’s 
not a proper building with a full cafeteria and gym for the kids.”  “[I don’t like] the stair 




sports.”  When asked if they were comfortable going into the school one parent at 
Gamma noted: “Yes.  No problem for now but at first I didn’t like the new location.”  
Teachers have also commented on the building space.  When asked about her feelings on 
the building, one teacher at Gamma stated: 
I think it’s beautiful and the classrooms are so much bigger than our classroom 
when we worked at the other street.  It's so nice to have air conditioning because 
it's very difficult to teach, as I'm sure you know when it's 90°.  So that's really 
nice this year.  I think that there have been a lot of challenges with having a 
building that's in or having a school that is in a pretty much public building.  We 
have to go downstairs to an unused office space for gym now because our gym 
was making noise on the second floor, it was disturbing second floor offices.  And 
then transitioning to recess and things like that take a very long time and also the 
staff bathroom is outside [the school hallway] so we can go to the office and get a 
key.  It’s probably the biggest day-to-day hassle.  Like who has the key?  And 
then I think we just have to be like extra vigilant all the time because they're 
adults around and we started wearing our IDs more often but just being really 
vigilant on those transitions because we are always passing people in the stairwell 
and extra, extra special careful like making sure you have exactly the kids and 
making sure I can see all of them at one time because I feel like before from 
classroom to recess if I couldn’t see the kids at the end of the line, I knew they 
were coming.  But now I can’t risk that at all.  
 
Another teacher commented that it has been challenging for Gamma to find its own 
identify, partially due to the building space: 
I think there's a logistical standpoint of like just being in this building.  We are 
sort of all even though I was a first-year teacher here like even like people who've 
been here for a couple years it’s been hard.  We got into this building like 
probably like a week and a half before kids got here and you're just like figuring 
out the building.  There's a lot of challenges that come with this space even 
though it's awesome like very new and everything that's great about that but 
making it [feel] like school has been a little bit of a challenge and how to deal 
with it. 
 
In addition, the building had some challenges with the heating system and one teacher 
mentioned this during the interview. When asked a follow-up question about what are 





First off in my head is building problems.  So there was an incident it feels like 
forever ago.  We didn't have heat in this building for I think I want to say like 
three or four days where this happened and there's just like mixed feelings on 
what the next step should be.  Should it have been to send the kids home or do we 
keep the kids here?  We don't really know if they’re going home to a place that's 
warmer than here.  And we ended up having classes in the multi-purpose room 
and then actually fifth grade went all the way downstairs to the cafeteria and 
looking back on it, it was totally fine but I know some the general consensus on 
the staff was that was ridiculous.  They didn't really consider us; were we 
comfortable?  And you know that's hard.  I think personally she did make the 
right decision or whoever made that did. 
 
A new space coupled with a new leader within that school created some unique 
challenges for Gamma. 
 The challenge with finding building spaces for charter schools is not a new 
problem; this has been a struggle for many charter schools (Smith & Wilcox 2004).  
Expansion has forced TPH to seek out new options for school space and with these 
options have come challenges.  One on-going challenge for some parents is that they may 
have a child attending the EARLY LEARNING CENTER and another child attending the 
lower school.  With these two spaces being located several miles apart, this presents 
challenges for drop off and pick-up.  Another concern for parents is around the continued 
growth over the course of the two more years.  One parent wrote in response to the 
question is anything you don’t like about he the school: “I would have to say the 
facilities.  Space is extremely limited, especially at the EARLY LEARNING CENTER 
building [Gamma and Beta] and eventually [Beta lower school] will lose space once the 
school is at full capacity.”  The continued expansion is a real concern that has not yet 





 Trust is a theme that came up frequently among staff in the surveys and in 
interviews.  I found conflicting messages about trust through the research.  Throughout 
the research project, I came up against roadblocks to getting information from parents 
and staff.  When I first approached the executive director about my research project, she 
was hesitant to agree.  She put off answering my request for over two months.  When she 
did eventually agree to allow me to study the schools within the network, she informed 
me that it should not take away from my focus on my current position as school principal 
at the turnaround school (of which The Porter House operates).  I assured her it would not 
and she reluctantly agreed. 
 As I began the work of the research, I again came up against roadblocks.  When I 
approached the executive director about my initial surveys to parents and staff, she was 
again hesitant to answer me directly.  Although I had sent her the proposal for my project 
and copies of the surveys themselves in October of 2016, she felt I should wait to 
distribute the surveys until the end of the school year.  She explained that this would 
ensure that staff and families were calmer and that it would not “stir up things.”  I 
followed as I was asked and distributed the surveys in June of 2017, instead of December 
of 2016.   
 I again came up against challenges when I approached the deputy executive 
director of academics about the second survey for staff and families.  I did not receive an 
answer about the survey for two months being told it was best I did not approach the 




When I was able to discuss it with the deputy executive director of academics, she 
appeared uneasy about the survey and explained that she could not allow me to send out a 
survey that might “make things worse” at the schools.  She explained that I would not be 
able to ask any questions about school behavioral protocols or MCAS data.  The reason 
she explained was that some of the schools were having challenges around these two 
topics.  I offered to discuss the removal of these questions with my research advisor and 
she continued to appear uneasy.  She finally asked if I absolutely had to have the survey 
for my research because “quite honestly, I’m not comfortable with this.”  I felt I had no 
choice but to respect the decision of the organization’s leadership and I removed the 
second survey from my research.    
 The question of trust also came up in teacher survey results.  In one survey a 
teacher noted: “Teachers do not feel like we are heard when we voice concerns.  Teachers 
do not feel trusted.”  In several interviews, the question of trust also came up.  When 
asked about the differences in school leaders, one staff member described the differences 
and then said: “I feel like I’m going to get in so much trouble (laughing).  I feel like 
everything I’m saying is going to get me fired.”  This was in reference to discussing 
differences among the three schools’ leaders.  In another interview, a teacher expressed 
the feelings of trust within the network: 
I think it's largely because people feel or think that they are not sure that the 
administration aligns with what they want.  Or they don't feel the network is 
treating; they don't feel that the network values teachers at the core of it or trusts 
their teachers to make decisions. 
 




interviewees noted this.  One stated:  “I think people think like Michelle is well-
intentioned but then like it seems unclear if Michelle is trusted to do her own job.”  In 
another interview with a teacher at Gamma, the question of teacher happiness and trust 
with the Head of School, Michelle came up again: 
And I think there are a lot of people who are not happy and I would say for 
evidence for that I was I was quite taken aback when I realized how many people 
are leaving this year.  I know this happens at charter schools. Unfortunately 
people come and go, which is a big reason a lot of people, criticize charter schools 
but I think they all weren't happy and I think part of their reasoning is valid. 
 
Interviewer:  Why are they unhappy? 
 
Response:  I think a lot of them are unhappy because it seems like nothing is 
getting done.  Like I said it seems like we have to go through like two people to 
get a final answer and it takes a lot of time and it's from people who don't work at 
the school or who aren't in the school physically and I also think they don't feel 
really appreciated.  Which is something I'm going to try to do a little more of next 
year, do an actual teacher appreciation week among us and get the kids in on it.  
Something because I just I don't think they feel appreciated and they do they do a 
lot of work. 
 
Interviewer:  Who are the two people at things have to go through to get done? 
 
Response:  So I always go through Michelle first and ask a question and then she 
has to go ask Sarah [network leader] and sometimes it has to go through Mike.   
I'm not really sure which things go through whom really.  I haven’t really decoded 
that yet.  
 
 
The comments above are in reference to Michelle, the newest school leader within the 
network and may more of a reflection of inexperienced leadership.  Research by Bryk 
and Schneider (2002) found that trust among teachers plays a key role in student 
achievement.  Similarly, Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (2000) found: “Trust is pivotal in 
the effort to improve education, and yet trust seems ever more difficult to achieve and 




 Trust did not really come up in the parent surveys, with the exception of one.  
When asked: “Is there anything you don’t like about the school?” a parent at Delta wrote:  
The PAB [Parent Advisory Board] does not serve parents well.  Principals of the 
early learning centers, lower school and upper school provide a list of activities 
which have taken place that month or are upcoming – to each other basically – all 
of which could be sent home as a newsletter and would save the three principals 
some late days.  Parents are not encouraged to add items of concern to the PAB 
agenda and as a result, the only parents in attendance at all are the parents hand 
selected by the school administrators to hold an official role on the PAB board. 
 
The PAB and trust did not come up in any other returned parent survey so it is difficult to 
know if this is a common believe or feeling among families.  The roles of parents in the 
PAB are volunteer positions.  However, several times the idea of  “stirring things up” or 
“making things worse” with parents came up in my discussions with the executive 
director about the research project.  Based on the information shared above, there appears 




 In chapter four I provided the findings of the participant observer study, which 
included observations, surveys, interviews, and document review.  I described in detail 
the accounts of staff and family members in their experience in the HCSN schools.  In 
chapter five I will explain how the themes around leadership, behavior management, 
small school size, the teaching model, differentiation, building space, and trust do or do 
not answer the questions of the study: What characteristics are retained in all three 




study asked the following questions: What was the profile of the hub school pre-
replication?  What identified best practices and strategies of the hub school did the 
network intend to replicate?  To what degree have these best practices been replicated 
and what is unique at each school?  What was the reason for replication?  Are innovation 






Discussion and Recommendations  
 School replication is a challenging task.  The skills and resources required to plan 
and open a new school while simultaneously working to maintain success and focus on 
the hub school are complex and challenging.  Even under the best circumstances, things 
within the school have to change and adjust due to multiple factors, some anticipated and 
some not.  The significant changes that come from expansion drive changes in leadership, 
staff retention, and the balance between autonomy and alignment.  There is a push and 
pull between economies of scale and remaining the “mom and pop” charter school.  As 
HCSN continues to grow, more families have the availability to attend schools within the 
network.  HCSN has grown from providing schooling for 331 students to providing an 
education for 1,200 students within the city.  As Peltsason and Raymond (2013) 
explained in their study on charter school replication, charter schools need to scale-up in 
order to make the most impact.  This is at the heart of why HCSN decided to replicate in 
the first place.  One network leader explained: “ultimately it comes down to the kids and 
you know when you compare the number of kids I was working with before.  That 
outreach that I feel you know you can’t win them all but I fundamentally believe that for 
the majority of kiddos that go through our schools their life is going to improve in some 
way.”  However, as the organization has grown, the small community feel has changed.  
As one parent from the hub school wrote: “As HCSN has grown I think to some degree 
they’ve lost sight of what made the school feel like a strong and supportive community.  




the city.”  Studies by Greene et al. (2010) and Carpenter and Kafer (2011) suggest that 
going to scale may not be in the best interest of education because many school operators 
are not prepared to open an operate multiple campuses.  For HCSN there have certainly 
been challenges along the way but the organization has continued to try and adapt to meet 
the needs within the network. 
 
Research Question 1 
 The first research question asked what characteristics are retained at all three 
schools and which are distinct?  This question was answered through a domain analysis 
(Spradley, 1980) using participant observer observations, interview, surveys and 
document review.  The key features discussed in this study revolve around the small 
school size, the leadership, the behavior management, the teaching model, differentiation, 
building space, and trust.  All of these topics have remained a feature within HCSN 
schools but all have had to change to some degree.  Most of the original characteristics of 
HCSN have had to be adjusted and adapt because of the growing network.   
 The original hub school was built on a small school model with the belief that:  
“The success of HCSN has been due in part to its small size (no more than 150 students 
per cluster); we believe that student learn best when they feel safe and have a sense of 
belonging to a community” (cited from the network’s prospectus).  However, research on 
small school size is somewhat mixed.  Recent studies by the Gates Foundation found 
little to no impact of small school size on students’ academic outcomes (Strauss, 2014).  




research.  HCSN has worked to maintain the model of small clusters within a school; all 
clusters continue to have no more than 150 students.  However, as the network has grown 
the small school size feeling has changed.  One staff member who has worked within 
HCSN pre and post replication noted this change: “I personally mourn the loss of the 
small Delta, K-8 you know?  When I first started it just felt like a really special small 
school and now it feels a little bit more similar to UP or KIPP.   It just feels a little more 
like corporate kind of like we’re this really big network now you know?”  In the day-to-
day observations, the school cohorts do appear to be on the small size and several parents 
commented on the small size as a factor in choosing the school.  “What I like about the 
school is the attention to detail for each student.”  “They have a learning environment that 
feels safe and like home.”  “The student to teacher ratio is great.  It enables the teacher to 
meet each and every student’s needs.”  These comments also shed light on another 
feature HCSN notes as specific to its schools “individualized instruction” or 
differentiation.   
 Differentiation as a concept was explained and discussed throughout the research.  
What I found through observations and interviews is that this looks very different at 
different sites depending on the teacher, the teacher model being used, and the leader of 
school.  The idea of differentiation is still a key characteristic of HCSN, but the execution 
of this varies from smaller group ratios to completely different lessons.  Not surprisingly, 
the execution has more to do with the teacher and leader in the building than it does with 
the consistency of the network’s vision.   




school had a co-teaching model at every grade level; every classroom had two full-time 
teachers.  As the network has grown, this model has had to adapt based on the financial 
needs of the organization.  HCSN schools now have a qualified teacher and a teaching 
fellow in classrooms in pre-K through grade one.  In grades two through six they have 
moved to a swing teacher model with one full time teacher in each classroom and one 
teacher moving between two classrooms each day.  The original intent of the organization 
was to maintain two full-time teachers in every classroom (as cited in the network’s 
prospectus) but as the financial strains of replication became a reality, changes had to be 
made.   
 Another key change since replication is in the staffing.  There has been a high 
level of teacher turn over since replication began.  Pre-replication, the hub school had 
19% of teacher turn over, whereas in year one of replication the rate jumped to 34%.  
These numbers are both slightly higher than the national average of 18.5% in charter 
schools and 15.6% in traditional public schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2013).  
Miron (2007) found that background characteristics of teachers were the strongest 
predictors for teachers leaving a school.  Younger teachers are more likely to leave than 
older teachers and charter schools typically employ a larger number of younger teachers 
than traditional public schools.  In their study on charter schoolteacher retention, Smith 
and Stuit (2012) found that in part the higher turnover rate in charter schools had to do 
the lack of union membership.  This was not once mentioned in any interview or survey 
as a reason for the higher rates.  Reasons for leaving were noted as the lower pay in 




turnover, and an overall feeling of distrust from the network leadership.  Another reason 
for the continued higher rates at the hub school (29% in 2016-2017 in comparison to 23% 
and 18% at the outlet schools) is that several veteran teachers have moved from the hub 
school to leadership positions at the outlet schools.  These moves were done thoughtfully 
with the belief that by moving veteran staff members, it would help disseminate the 
culture and practices of the hub school.  Research has shown that high teacher turnover 
can have a negative impact on a school’s ability to maintain instructional coherence, 
build trust among staff, and maintain progress toward common goals (Bryk and 
Schneider, 2002; Guin, 2004; Smith and Stuit, 2012).  More longitudinal research is 
needed to be done at HCSN to determine if this were true within the network.  
 There has also been high turnover in school leadership at one of the outlet school 
cohorts.  Gamma has had three leaders in three years and this has created an environment 
of mistrust among the staff.  The staff at Gamma reported feeling frustrated with the 
current Head of School and noted that: “it seems unclear if Michelle is trusted to do her 
own job.”  This mistrust was also seen in the annual report from Gamma for the 2016-
2017 school year.  65% of staff noted they felt physically and emotionally safe, in 
comparison to 91% at Beta.  The struggle to build and maintain trust was clearly seen 
through the study.  Several teachers and leaders commented around the general feeling of 
distrust from the network leadership level.  Teachers commented that school-based 
leaders were not trusted to do their job and that teachers themselves did not feel trusted to 
make decisions.  The high teacher turnover and some leadership turnover at HCSN may 




(2002) and Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (2000) both found trust among teachers to play a 
pivotal role in student achievement.  With the organization still growing for the next two 
school years, it warrants further study on this connection and its impact on student 
learning.  It does suggest that HCSN should continue its work around leadership 
development in order to retains its leaders and teachers. 
 Behavior management practices were the number one characteristic that has been 
consistently maintained across all three schools.  The network has been very deliberate in 
maintaining and disseminating the behavior management techniques used at the hub 
school.  The strategies are grounded in the book Teach Like a Champion (Lemov, 2010) 
which each staff member receives a copy of during orientation.  The network leadership 
team makes it a point to have two to three professional development trainings during 
orientation around the implementation of these strategies.  In addition, these are 
consistently revisited by the Heads of School throughout the school year during coaching 
sessions and other professional development sessions.   
 
Research Question 2 
 The second research question inquired as to what degree have the best practices 
been replicated?  The second part of this question asked: what is unique about each 
school?  This question was again answered through a domain analysis (Spradley, 1980) 
using participant observer observations, interviews, surveys and document review.  The 
ability to implement the practices differed from school to school and cohort-to-cohort, 




behavior management techniques.  As mentioned in the description above, all schools and 
cohorts faithfully and consistently implemented the behavior management techniques 
from Teach Like a Champion (2010).  This was observed during all observations and was 
discussed at length in surveys and interviews.  HCSN has ensured that teachers across all 
three schools faithfully and consistently implement the strategies for behavior 
management.  This has been done through network-led professional development 
trainings during the summer and throughout the school year as well as ongoing 
observations and coaching from the Heads of School around these techniques. 
 Differentiation based on data looked slightly different at each school and within 
each cohort.  At some schools, differentiation looked like two completely different 
lessons when two learning groups were being taught at the same time.  While at other 
schools, the exact same lesson was taught at the same time to a smaller group without any 
of the content or materials being different.  The differences were observed as differences 
in leadership.  As I observed three different planning meetings with three different 
leaders, I noted different abilities to set and define expectations around analyzing the 
data.  One leader had a clearly planned outcome and led the teachers to that outcome, 
while another leader relied heavily on the network curriculum advisor.  The third leader 
really allowed the teachers to lead the majority of the analysis.  As one network leader 
noted:  
I genuinely believe they're different because of the leaders who are leading the 
schools.  Someone said to me recently that hiring and the contract time are really 
stressful for him or her because they believe firmly that teachers quit leaders not 
schools.  I thought that was a very powerful statement that I've never heard before 
and I've been reflecting a lot on it since but I would definitely say like the feel of 





I also noted that the feel of the school was greatly impacted by the administrator’s 
leadership style.  During some observations, the Head of School walked into classrooms 
and was greeted with giant hugs and smiles, while in another building the Head of School 
was hardly noted when she walked in while in another building, the Head of School was 
never observed within the classrooms at all.  Research on the impact of school leadership 
on student achievement has shown mixed results.  Robinson (2007) noted that many case 
studies show the positive impact of school leadership and research by Marzano, Waters 
and McNulty (2005) found that school leadership has a moderately strong effect on 
student outcomes.  While other quantitative research by Hallinger and Heck (1998) found 
leaders had a small and indirect impact, while teachers had a greater impact on student 
outcomes.  The work of this study also shows mixed results.  Gamma, with a new leader 
and high leadership turnover in the past three years maintained the highest scores on the 
2016-2017 MCAS (see the chart on page 67).  The greatest potential impact of leadership 
on student learning is at the hub school.  The leader at Delta had the least observed 
presence within classrooms in the school.  During the observed planning meeting this 
leader had the teachers take the lead; she didn’t appear to have an agenda or a clear 
ending goal for the meeting.  One network leadership member reinforced what I 
observed: 
Where as with Lisa [curriculum] is not really her thing right?  Like she's really 
good at talking to parents and dealing with behavior.  She's got other great 
strengths but it's not her favorite focus to be like let’s really dive into how to teach 
day 1 of long comp.  She doesn't, you know what I mean?   She doesn't 
necessarily feel comfortable doing that or even like to do it even if you sit down 





This maybe having an impact on student achievement at the hub school.  The MCAS 
proficiency scores at this school went down by 16% in ELA and 9% in Math between 
2015-2016 and 2016-2017.  This may be a result of a less hands-on leader but more 
research is needed. 
 The physical building space of each school is unique.  Each school cohort has a 
different “feel” as you walk in based on the space.  One building is in an old library 
space, while two others are in more traditional looking school buildings and a third space 
is in a renovated industrial mill building.  One network leader stated: “I think we are a 
perfect example that a building does not necessarily make a school.”  While each of these 
spaces is unique and has its own sense of character, HCSN has shown that space does not 
dictate student achievement based on MCAS scores.  The lower school cohort at the hub 
school, Delta is contained within a more traditional building space with square 
classrooms, a front office, a gymnasium, and a playground out back.  This school had a 
dip in MCAS scores since replication.  In 2012, Delta had 78% meeting or exceeding 
expectations while in 2017 they had 64%.  In math, Delta had 77% meeting or exceeding 
expectations in 2012 and in 2017, 66% of students met or exceeding expectations. 
Contrastingly, one of the outlet schools, Gamma, is located in a less-ideal school space in 
a renovated mill.  Gamma has just three years of MCAS scores so it is early to say what 
the long-term data trends look like (see page 68 for the MCAS scores).  Staff at Gamma 
did report is significantly different view on the physical and emotional safety for each 
child and faculty member at 65% feeling satisfied in comparison to the other outlet 




students was met (the hub school Delta did not have this data published in the annual 
report).  Based on this study, this uniqueness of each school may be a greater result of the 
leadership style at each school than any other attribute. 
 
Research Question 3 
 The third research question asked if innovation and distinctiveness are still 
encouraged at each school?  As the network has grown, autonomy within the school has 
decreased.  This is similar to what has been seen in other charter school replication 
studies.  Lake et al. (2010) noted the intent of replication: “The CMO model is meant to 
meld the benefits of school districts-including economies of scale, collaboration among 
similar schools, and support structures- with the autonomies and entrepreneurial drive of 
the chart sector”(p.5).  The student goes on to point out that the intent has not always 
been seen as the reality.  As it grows, HCSN has seen an increase in standardization 
across the classrooms in all of its schools.  One staff member who worked at HCSN pre 
and during replication noted:  
But with replication there's a lot less control for Lisa or any leader really to do 
what they want right?   It's like okay you're all going to come over to this network 
PD at Gamma and Jessica and Sam are going to do it.  So when it was just Delta 
like Maggie really had a lot of say over like okay this is what my building needs 
this is what my people need I'm going to do this.  Whereas now at the network 
level, the curriculum team makes the decision and they're thinking big picture so 
maybe Katie from Beta is like sitting through this PD that she does not need 
because she has already mastered this but that's what's happening you know what 
I mean?  
 
Another interviewee noted:  “So you get a little less differentiation at each school level 




leader time to address something that they notice their building.”  As the network has 
grown, certain features have been made streamlined.  For example, the curriculum across 
all three schools is fairly identical.  The creation of curriculum advisors who create the 
unit maps and some of the lesson plans, ensure lessons and topics are consistently taught 
across all three schools.  One veteran staff member noted: “it’s hard because I feel like 
when I started I had so much freedom as a teacher and now I realize teachers don’t have 
that freedom because of [curriculum advisors].”  Individual teachers within each 
classroom no longer create the curriculum.  Rather, the curriculum is created at the macro 
network level and disseminated across the three schools.  Teachers are encouraged to be 
innovative with minor lesson plan tweaks like visuals and anchor charts but the bigger 
changes are streamlined across the schools. 
 Innovation and distinctiveness that are encouraged appear to be minor pieces that 
help create the culture within the school.  For example, one network leader explained that 
some of the differences are around the schools’ identity with the school mascot, school 
colors, or school song.  He stated: 
I think there's some core foundations that are similar but one big thing that we 
have talked a lot about this year even as we've grown our two new upper schools 
at Beta and Gamma is how do you keep certain core pieces but also develop the 
unique culture of each one.  Be it different mascots, different colors, different 
songs, different rituals.  I mean there's some foundational rituals such as our 
model student celebration, hundred percent parent conferences, how we 
approached data, how we approach teaching.  But then there are other little pieces 
of how we're encouraging each school to really set themselves apart as individual 
schools. 
 
Each school has its own mascot and school colors.  The network prior to the outlet 




mascots in year one of replication and these do differ for each school.  These pieces seem 
a bit superficial in regards to innovation and distinctiveness; the question has not been 
around developing the school’s culture, but rather around they type of school mascot.  
Other minor differences among schools in how they “feel” are a result of the leader 
within each school.  When asked how differences between the schools occurs, one 
network leadership member explained to me:  
I think part of it is really working with regards to the new leaders to really allow 
them to work with the teachers during orientation to talk about what they feel for 
their own school and their core values they want to promote.  What that would 
translate into, into a cheer what would that translate into recognition what would 
that translate into a spirit award or a gator ticket.  
 
One parent commented on how the school has changed since replication: 
We chose this school because 15 years ago it was the only real choice as 
compared to our neighborhood school.  It was considered ‘progressive’ at the 
time, but now feels somewhat outdated when compared to the updated facilitates 
and offerings by the district. 
 
That “progressive” and innovative culture at HCSN has changed as the network has 
grown and oversight has become tighter in order to ensure continuity between schools.   
 
Implications 
 Charter school replication is not easy.  There is a balance between replicating 
specific school features and encouraging new innovations to flourish (Farrell et al, 2009).  
Winter and Szulanski (2001) describe successful replication as: “a complex set of 
interdependent routines that is discovered, adjusted, and fine-tuned by ‘doing’” (p. 731).  




leader retention, and finding appropriate facilities.  Identifying the core elements of the 
hub school pre-replication is key.  This needs to be followed by ensuring the financial 
needs of these elements are able to be maintained throughout the entire replication 
process.  Making major adjustments and changes may be necessary but planning and 
communicating these changes clearly is key to a successful replication process.  When 
asked about lessons learned through the replication process and advice to other schools, 
one school leader at HCSN stated: 
Be a lot more thoughtful with regards to what it takes to onboard so many 
teachers at one time.  Be thoughtful about the practice element that [is needed] 
and not just talking at them and assuming they could go out [and do it].  Being 
thoughtful about what that means in terms of support after with regards to 
supporting new leaders and the teachers with real-time coaching.  All of this is 
evolved for 5 years.  But if I had a time machine to go back in time.  I also think 
realizing that just because we are successful at the time doesn't mean we had all 
the answers.  Making sure you approach it with humility and flexibility. 
 
As is common in charter schools, replication at HCSN has resulted in high teacher 
turnover rates.  The findings in this study suggest that a lack of trust among staff may 
have led to the high teacher turnover rates.  Charter schools considering replication must 
be deliberate in their planning process for building trust in order to keep high quality staff 
members.  A big part of this is transparency and communication.  Teachers play a key 
role as stakeholders and trust is earned through honest and open communication.  
 Leadership matters.  School leadership is regarded as instrumental in a school’s 
success (Ni et al., 2015, Hoy & Miskel, 2007).  The findings from this study confirm the 
importance of school leadership in building and maintaining a positive school culture, 




teacher retention and teachers’ feelings of trust and safety within a school.  Charter 
schools considering replication must be deliberate and thoughtful with leadership 
development across their network. 
 Replication involves a delicate balance between best practice dissemination and 
innovative autonomy.  This study suggests a need for stronger communication with staff 
members around the arrow core of dissemination and the adjustments overtime.  This 
involves careful and thoughtful planning.  The results of this study suggest that clear 
communication about the arrow core elements and the importance for adjustments over 
time were not clearly discussed with faculty at HCSN schools.  The findings suggest this 
may have negatively impacted trust among staff members at HCSN.  Schools considering 
replication should have a plan for transparent communication with stakeholders. 
 
Recommendations 
1. Charter leaders should determine the best path to replication, understanding the 
trade-offs of each approach.  
How to expand is important to consideration in charter school replication.  This study is 
an example of a cluster CMO model.  HCSN chose to expand within the same city, 
ensuring two important things occurred: strong oversight from the network leadership 
and an understanding of the community.  Strong network oversight at HCSN is believed 
to help ensure that the arrow core elements are being implemented at all three schools.  
Features such as behavior management and curriculum are now streamlined across the 




within each school.  The prescriptive nature of the network oversight has reduced the 
amount of autonomy at each school and discouraged uniqueness.  In considering the path 
to replication, networks must consider the balance between dissemination and innovation. 
 It is crucial for schools to be familiar with the community in which they are 
operating.  For networks considering expansion, there should be a strategic plan for 
gaining familiarity with the culture and the needs of the community.  For networks intent 
on expansion at a large-scale level (like KIPP and Uncommon Schools) perhaps 
expanding on a small-scale level to start will provide the necessary learning for larger 
growth.  By expanding within a cluster model, networks are able to rely on a more 
centralized office for financial support, data analysis, leadership development, 
professional development of teachers, and curriculum oversight.   
 Schools growing into a network should create a plan for how growth will occur.  
If the cluster model does not make sense (for various reasons that may include funding or 
the political climate) then a clear plan for how expansion will occur and why it will occur 
in that way should be planned out.  How replication occurs matters because it affords a 
network the opportunity to plan efficiencies of scale in the short term and over time. 
2. Schools considering expansion should create a plan for developing sustained 
leadership at the school level. 
Charter schools thinking about growing into a network, should be thoughtful about how 
to hire, train, and keep leaders in order to create and maintain a consistent school culture.  
In his book Good to Great, Jim Collins (2001) explains the importance of “first get the 




drive it” (p.44).   At the network level, there should be a clear plan for on boarding, 
supporting, and retaining strong leaders.  Strong leaders should be engaged in 
classrooms; they need to be actively present within their school.  Strong leaders should 
also be encouraged to focus on relationship building with all stakeholders.  Strong 
relationships within a school help to build a culture of trust and a positive morale among 
staff members, which in turn strengthens students’ academic outcomes. 
 It is smart for networks to consider promoting staff from within for leadership 
opportunities.  This helps to ensure the culture is embedded into the outlet schools and 
that best practices are maintained.  However, there is a balance to consider with 
promoting those staff members with the historical knowledge of the school versus 
bringing in new people with new ideas to promote innovation and growth.   
 Networks should be thoughtful in what the training and support will look like for 
leaders within their schools.  This work should be ongoing and not just occur during the 
beginning of the leader’s tenure.  By ensuring a strong leadership pipeline, the network is 
more likely to create a positive culture within its schools: a culture of trust that may in 
turn improve teacher retention. 
3. Schools should identify and clearly communicate the arrow core features. 
Replication planning should include identifying the arrow core of the hub school in order 
to effectively disseminate best practices.  The arrow core should include features of the 
school that should not be adjusted or compromised, regardless of shifting demographics.  
This might include a longer school day, curriculum, data driven instruction practices, or 




 Once identified and clearly communicated to all stakeholders, the network 
leadership should work with school-based leaders to maintain the arrow core features.  
There is a greater chance of maintaining the arrow core by promoting leadership from 
within the network.  By promoting from within, leaders are able to fully understand the 
arrow core and to ensure its continued distribution.  This is what HCSN schools refer to 
as “drinking the cool-aid.”  In addition, promoting teachers from within the network into 
leadership roles provides the reassurance that leaders “walk the talk.”  That is, they have 
been in the teachers’ shoes and they know what it is like to teacher within the network. 
 Certain arrow core elements provide networks with efficiencies as they expand.  
For example, this study shows that through a shared curriculum, efficiencies are gained 
that ensures a certain base line for strong instruction.  Often time, replication involves on-
boarding a large number of newer, inexperienced teachers.  The efficiencies around a 
shared curriculum provide a starting point for instruction for those new teachers.  Over 
time and as teachers and school leaders develop, differentiation should be encouraged 
and supported in order to best meet the needs of the students at the specific school site.   
  
4. Schools should identify potential features that could change or adapt over time. 
Replication planning should also include identifying potential shifts or changes that may 
occur over time as the network grows.  This is not an easy task, but considering the 
financial burden and reality of the arrow core features should be thoughtfully analyzed.  
For example, a long-term look at school finances may indicate that a co-teaching model 




The working group should be thoughtful in identifying the building space needed 
throughout the entire duration of replication.  If a space will be used for a short period of 
time during replication, this should be clearly communicated to all stakeholders.  
Communicating the potential shifts helps to build trust within the network.   
 Other benefits of identifying potential shifts are to encourage innovation within 
each school.  Arrow core dissemination and innovations are often at odds.  The balance 
of this for any network is to continue to provide autonomy to each school so that 
innovation is not completely discouraged.  This is not an easy task and will rely heavily 
on the identification of the arrow core and the secondary features that will change over 
time. 
 
5. Schools should work to build trust within the school community. 
School and network leaders should build trust and have a strong plan for developing, 
training and keeping staff.  Research shows the strong impact of teachers on student 
achievement.  Keeping and developing teachers is key to strong achievement.  One way 
to establish a community of trust is by creating a committee of staff members, including 
school leaders and teachers, working on charter replication planning.  This should be a 
priority for charter schools thinking of replicating.  This working group should develop 
replication plan for at least one year prior to replicating, more if time allows.   
 It is important for network leadership members to be known.  Those at the top of 
networks should be visible to their staff, both school leaders and teachers.  This 




leaders are not some anonymous, unknown entity making decisions at a desk without 
teacher input.  Leaders help to set a cultural tone and this is true at the school and 
network level.  Network leaders need to “walk the talk” by being in and around the 
community, schools and students they serve.   
 In addition, network leaders should have a goal to maintain the arrow core among 
each school.  The network sets a tone and leads but they should work with the teachers 
and leaders at the schools, not at them.   Through the committee work described above, 
network leaders can help to develop trust and transparency among staff, which may in 
turn encourage teachers to remain at the schools within the network. 
 One goal of the working group should be to establish trust and transparency 
among leadership and teaching staff within the expanding network.  The members of the 
working group should be responsible for helping to disseminate and communicate 
practices that will be copied and those that will potentially need to change over time.  
Through building a culture of trust, it may be more likely for teachers to remain working 
at the schools within the network. 
 This study is just the beginning of the story for HCSN and other charter school 
networks.  More research is needed in order to fully understand the long-term effects of 
replication.  Potential studies should consider the relationship between leadership styles, 
turnover and teacher satisfaction.  This study shows a strong connection between these 
categories but additional research is needed to understand this more deeply.  A 




understanding of replication at this network.  The potential post-replication study could 
provide insight into what happens as “the dust settles.” 
 
Conclusion 
 Charter school replication is not easy work.   There is no guarantee that 
replication will be successful.  This study provides a rich description of one charter 
school in Massachusetts, which replicated under the proven provider legislation.   
 The study details how things inevitably change in the service of providing a 
proven model to more students.  Stakeholders may fail to understand the impact of 
replication on the school that they desire to copy, but this study shows that the original 
school morphed and adjusted as one school became three schools, all a part of a larger 
network.  Likewise, change was inevitable at satellite schools as the network sought 
greater uniformities and efficiencies of scale; this CMO had to change and adapt to the 
larger context. 
 This study provides lessons for school leaders, CMO advocates, and other 
stakeholders that advocate for the wider availability of charter schools.  Although the 
lessons apply to charter schools considering replication, many of the recommendations 
apply to all schools.  Whether a school is growing and changing due to replication, 
expansion because of demographic shifts, or because of leadership turnover, thoughtful 
planning and preparation is crucial to stability and success.  With the pressure for charter 
schools to “go to scale” and the incentives from both federal and state aid for replication, 




imperative.  Those who conceived charter schools saw them as means to subvert the 
status quo, but growing small schools into larger networks risks making groups of charter 
schools behave more like the institutions they were meant to challenge.  In the case of 
HCSN, the schools have become less innovative and autonomous than the original 
school.   
 This study also raises questions about the proven provider clause and whether the 
legislation has discouraged organic, innovative schools because of its emphasis on  
replication in high-demand areas.  As CMOs continue to expand across the United States, 
it is important to fully understand what is happening as a result of this growth. 
 Charter schools are meant to encourage innovation and choice.  However, as 
schools expand to reach more families, there is a tension between replication and 
innovation.  Charter advocates must ask: do you shut out innovation by only incentivizing 
specific models of serving students?   Peurach and Glazer (2011) explain that effective 
replication means to copy certain aspects of the model, while still encouraging innovation 
at the school level.  Replication requires the ability to identify the key “arrow core” 
elements that are worth replicating (Winter and Szulanski, 2001) and disseminate these 
features.  Beginning in 2010, the federal department of education has awarded yearly 
grants for “replication and expansion of high-quality charter schools.”  The Charter 
Schools Program (CSP) seeks to increase the awareness and understanding of high 
performing charter schools (http://www2.ed.gov/programs/charter-rehqcs/index.html).  
As a result of CSP, many charter schools have expanded which has led to an increase in 




 CSP had an impact on Massachusetts’ decision to pass the 2010 Achievement 
Gap Act (MA DESE, 2011), encouraging successful charter schools to expand in the 
state.  The Achievement Gap Act includes the “proven provider” clause, which 
encourages successful charter schools to replicate their model in the neediest districts in 
the state (Stillings Candal, 2010).  Through the legislation, the state government 
inadvertently made a value judgment suggesting that charter schools belong on urban 
centers.  This is in stark contrast to the original intent of the charter school law, which 
was to provide families with an innovative choice in their children’s schooling.  To date, 
a number of schools have replicated in Massachusetts and around the country, creating 
CMO models like KIPP, Uncommon Schools, Aspire, and HCSN. 
 Although CMOs are continuing to grow,  literature suggests a limited and mixed 
review of charter school replication’s impact on student achievement (Carpenter & Kafer, 
2011, Wicoff, Howard, & Hugget, 2006, Education Sector, 2009).  Hall and Lake point 
out, there is little evidence to support replication’s positive impact on education thus far:  
“many hope that by replicating high-performing schools CMOs will provide more 
consistent results than stand-alone charter schools have achieved, but there is no rigorous 
evidence yet to support that claim nationally” (2011, p. 66).  
 Furgeson et al. (2012) found that CMOs, like stand-alone charter schools, have 
very mixed impacts on student achievement; success depends on how CMOs replicate 
and in what context.  They found, “achievement impacts for individual CMOs are more 
often positive than negative, but very substantially in both directions” (Furgeson et al., 




 A 2017 Mathematica study (Knechtel et al.) on KIPP schools found that “after 
five years, KIPP pre-K combined with KIPP early elementary has positive and 
statistically significant impacts on reading and math achievement.”  A study conducted 
by CREDO (2017) compared stand-alone charter schools, CMOs, and “vendor operated” 
charter schools (those that outsource operations to a company).  The study found a small 
but statistically significant larger impact from CMOs.   
 As schools expand into CMO networks, there is a balance for CMO leaders to 
provide efficiencies of scale while avoiding excessive bureaucracy.  More in-depth 
analysis and understanding of CMOs is needed.  Networks continue to expand nationally 
and the current literature is not sufficient enough to determine if these replicated schools 
are meeting the needs of students through the innovation that the charter school 
movement initially promised.  This study provides an in-depth look at what happens 
when a one-off “mom and pop” charter school expands into a network of schools.  The 
study found that as a school grows into a network, it can be difficult for the organization 
to balance efficiencies and innovation.    
 This study looks at the qualitative impacts of replication; this information is 
currently lacking in the general literature.  Revealing some of the qualitative impacts may 






Charter leaders should determine the best path to replication, understanding the 
trade-offs of each approach. 
 There are several different models of replication, including franchising (like KIPP), 
overlapping boards (with tiered regional boards that oversee several different sites), and 
clustering (where a school chooses to open one or more new schools within the same 
city).  HCSN chose to expand using the cluster model so as to leverage the shared 
management, leadership, and support structures.  Clustering allows leaders to get to all 
schools within the network within a day.  This fosters stronger oversight by the network 
management, which may help to ensure the arrow core features are being maintained.  
However, networks should be aware that such strong oversight may also lead to 
diminishing innovation within each school.  There should be a thoughtful balance 
between the oversight and encouraging innovation.   
 Clustering also helps encourage the network to be familiar with the community in 
which it operates.  For networks considering expansion, there should be a strategic plan 
for gaining familiarity with the culture and the needs of the community, and clustering 
schools makes this task easier.  For networks intent on expansion at a large-scale level 
(like KIPP and Uncommon Schools), perhaps expanding on a small-scale level to start 
will provide the necessary learning for larger growth. 
Schools considering expansion should create a plan for developing sustained 
leadership at the school level. 
At the network level, there should be a clear plan for on boarding, supporting, and 




actively present within their schools.  Strong leaders should also be encouraged to focus 
on relationship building with all stakeholders.  Strong relationships within a school help 
to build a culture of trust and a positive morale among staff members, which in turn 
strengthens students’ academic outcomes.  It may be wise for schools to consider 
promoting from within in order to maintain certain cultural aspects of the school.  When 
promoting from within, schools should be thoughtful in how many staff are moved and 
who is moved from the original model.  The holes left behind from promoting staff can 
have a great impact on the hub school and replacing staff members requires thoughtful 
planning.  There is also a balance to consider with promoting staff members with the 
historical knowledge of the school versus bringing in new people with new ideas to 
promote innovation and growth.   
Schools should identify and clearly communicate the arrow core features while also 
identifying potential features that could change or adapt over time.   
The arrow core features are those identified parts of the school that make the school 
special or unique.  These features have been identified as having the greatest impact on 
student learning.  This might include a longer school day, curriculum, data driven 
instruction practices, the teaching model, or behavior management techniques just to 
name a few.   
 Once identified and clearly communicated to all stakeholders, the network 
leadership should work with school-based leaders to maintain the arrow core features.  
The arrow core can be maintained through thoughtful leadership development, ongoing 




network leadership and the school-based leaders.  These opportunities ensure that there is 
a consistent message about what makes the school special.  Beyond the arrow core 
features, schools should be encouraged to innovate. 
 Replication planning should also include identifying potential shifts or changes 
that may occur over time as the network grows.  This is not an easy task, but considering 
the financial burden and reality of the arrow core features is something that should be 
analyzed.  Communicating the potential shifts helps to build trust within the network.  It 
may also help encourage innovation within each school.  Schools should be encouraged 
to try new things beyond the arrow core features.  The arrow core ensures schools 
maintain the culture, however, innovation allows schools to best meet the needs of the 
students and families they serve.  Schools should balance the arrow core features with 
innovation.   
School should work to build trust within the community.   
School and network leaders should actively work to build trust and have a strong plan for 
developing, training and keeping staff.  One way to establish a community of trust is by 
creating a committee of staff members, including school leaders and teachers, working on 
charter replication planning.  This should be a priority for charter schools thinking of 
replicating.  Trust is also built through leaders being active within the schools.  Leaders 
help to set a cultural tone and this is true at both the school and network level.  Network 
leaders would be wise to “walk the talk” by being in and around the community, schools 
and students they serve.  In order to build trust within the schools, school leaders and 




approaches.  It should be noted that building trust through active work within schools 
applies to all schools, not just to charter schools.  For any leader working within any 
school, it is important to actively build a community of trust. 
 Charter replication and the growth of CMOs is continuing to develop in the 
United States.  The findings of this study suggest that CMOs should be aware that as 
growth and efficiencies of scale occur, they should consciously avoid excessive 
bureaucracy and organizational rigidity.  There is a delicate balance between oversight 
and structure versus innovation and autonomy.  All schools, (charters, traditional public 
schools, and private schools), should recognize the need for this balance and work to 
encourage and maintain it.  Charter school replication is not easy, but with careful 
planning networks may be able to successfully grow to scale, while continuing to 





Survey #1A (administered to parents prior to observations) 
1. What do you know about this school? 
2. What do you like about this school? 
3. Is there anything you don’t like about this school? 
4. What’s the most important thing to you about your child’s education? 
5. Why did you choose this school? 
6. Are you comfortable going into the school?  Why or why not? 
7. Do you have experiences with the other schools in the network?  If yes, what has 





Survey #1B (administered to school staff prior to observations) 
1. Why are you teaching? 
2. Why did you come to work here? 
3. Are you happy here?  Why or why not? 
4. Would you change anything?  If yes, what? 
5. What is your relationship like with the parents and students? 
6. What is your relationship like with the leadership at your school? 
7. Do you feel recognized and/or appreciated?  Why or why not? 
8. Is the culture at your school supporting good learning?  If yes, in what way? 
9. Do you feel your helping your students to reach high potential in life?  Why or 
why not? 
10. Is a charter school the only kind of school you would work in?  Why or why not? 
11. Where do you see yourself working in 5 years? 
12. Does what you’re currently doing fit into your overall values? 
13. Do you ever think about the politics of charter schools?  What’s your opinion on 
this? 
14. Do you know about the original school that was replicated?  If yes, what is similar 





Survey #2 (administered to staff and parents after the first round of observations) – 
Was not given 
 (questions may depend upon the findings in phase one of observations) 
1. On a scale of 1 to 10 (1 being not at all important and 10 being extremely 
important) how important is __________ at ________ school?  (repeat as many 
times as necessary with as many features as found during the observations) 
2. On a scale of 1 to 10 (1 being not at all important and 10 being extremely 
important) how important is ______ to your child’s academic success?  (repeat as 
many times as necessary with as many features as found during the observations) 
3. Is _______ the same or different from the other schools in the network?  (Repeat 







Interview Questions (administered to staff members). 
1. Why did you go into teaching?  
2. Why did you come to work at this school? 
3. Are you happy teaching at this school?  Why or why not? 
4. Can you describe for me a typical day at ______ school? 
5. What are the most important features of _____ school? 
6. What is the culture like at this school? 
7. Is this school a welcoming place?  Why or why not? 
8. Do you enjoy working at this school?  Why or why not? 
9. Are you familiar with the politics of replication?  If yes, what are your thoughts 
on this? 
10. Are you familiar with other schools in the network?  If yes, how is this school 
similar to the other school(s)? 
11. If yes, are there differences between this school and the other school(s) in the 
network? 
12. What are the reasons for ______ (theme based on observations)? 
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